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      “No way is this mansion haunted,” I said, stopping before the porch and sidling up beside a psychic medium named Nona and her protégé, a psychic named Eloise.

      “Whoa!” With her back to me, Eloise’s shoulders spiked upwards. “Thanks for sneaking up on us, Jocelyn.” She spun toward me, her turquoise eyes appearing wide and troubled. She placed a trembling hand against her velvet cashmere sweater directly above her heart.

      “You’re not spooked because it’s Halloween night, are you?” I placed a hand on her shoulder to show I hadn’t meant to frighten her.

      “No!” At eighteen-years-old but wiser than her age dictated, Eloise lowered her dark lashes, hunched over, and slid both palms on the blue jeans at her knees. “It’s the house.” She heaved for air, and her black pixie cut featuring red highlights, barely shifted from left to right as she caught her breath.

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” I said, guilt cutting into me for unsettling her. After all, I’d parked my car beside the other two along the circular parking lot about twenty yards away. Hadn’t she seen my headlights?

      On my way to this two-acre property three hours west of Chicago, I’d marveled at the darkness along the bumpy one-lane road because I’d long since passed the last traffic light. For that matter, I couldn’t recall the last time I’d spotted signs of life: a gas station, a convenience store, or even a street sign. It had taken all my concentration to find the small opening to the premises without veering off the road and driving into a ditch.

      For that reason, I now took a moment to scrutinize the property. Dried leaves trickled across the diamond inlaid concrete walkway, which led visitors toward the two-acre property and directed them to the front door, where we all stood. The breeze swayed the lush green grass before speeding past the perfectly clipped lilac shrubs and getting gobbled up by freshly trimmed massive evergreens that surrounded the premises on four sides.

      The secluded nature of the estate made it seem like the owner wanted to keep intruders out. Or possibly even to keep them in.

      Now, after having taken in my surroundings, I could see why Eloise found the area ominous. I glanced up at the building. “Aren’t haunted places supposed to have boarded up windows and scraggly vines?”

      None of the numerous styled windows on each of the mansion’s three levels contained so much as a spider-web, and they reflected the brilliant sheen of the moon’s glow from behind us.

      A gust of chilly air lashed against me, making me shiver. “It can’t be the house,” I said, referring to her statement. “This place is immaculate.”

      “Something’s inside that mansion,” Eloise said in a timid voice that cracked. “Something powerful. Something dangerous.”

      Her discomfort and the look of dread on her face made my pulse speed up. “What exactly?”

      “We don’t know yet,” said Nona, a fragile ninety-five-year-old woman who appeared to weigh one pound for every year she’d lived on this planet. Due to her short stature, she didn’t need to crouch beside her young partner as she placed a hand to her back and rubbed it to comfort her. “It’s too early to tell.”

      “So you were already inside?” I asked.

      Nona nodded and her copper-tinted hoop earrings jiggled even after she stopped moving her head. “For no more than one minute.”

      I just stared at the deep crevices at the edges of the woman’s dark eyes, astonished that Eloise had that reaction after having only been in the mansion for sixty seconds. Granted, both women had paranormal gifts, but for my younger friend to regroup so quickly after entering the house made it clear that she suspected something sinister dwelled inside.

      I didn’t question their sincerity because Nona and Eloise had assisted me with a demon infestation three weeks ago inside my home. For that reason, I trusted them implicitly, but even when Eloise had visited my house, she hadn’t doubled over in an attempt to regain her breath. It most likely meant that whatever she’d sensed inside the mansion made the demon that had attacked my family seem like nothing more than a nuisance.

      But the demon, an evil biblical creature that sought my family’s demise, had lacerated my kidney, resulting in agonizing back pain that persuaded me to pop pain meds like they were Skittles. So to discover that Eloise feared whatever hid in the house made me anxious to move.

      Just not toward the house, but in the opposite direction.

      Don’t forget about the one million dollar payout cut three ways if you walk! That’s if the other paranormal investigative team doesn’t claim the winnings by ridding the mansion of spirits. You better not leave. You need that money!

      I’d recently obtained my Masters in business management, and now that interest payments on my exorbitant school loans would begin accumulating, I was even more determined to pay down that debt. I was also on the hook for the mortgage and utilities for the home my twin sister and our mother also lived in. The demon situation killed my chances of getting my repair business off the ground, and since I had very little in my bank account, showing up was a no-brainer.

      “Thank you for coming,” Nona said with an appreciative smile. “The owner’s real estate agent, Lacey Lambert, contacted us about removing unclean spirits from this home. When I hear that multiple spirits might be involved, I always wonder if a demonic entity might also be at work.”

      “Why?” I asked. When Eloise had called to see if I wanted to accompany them tonight, I suspected that a demon may have infested the mansion. Since I’d never encountered a ghost, Eloise had no reason to seek my assistance to help in that arena.

      Nona’s shrewd gaze settled on mine for what felt like ten minutes. “One never knows what she’ll walk into…in this line of service.”

      Service. Not work. Neither Nona nor Eloise asked for payment to cleanse spirits from any given place. They believed God had graced them with their otherworldly skills. For that reason, they never turned away anyone in the Chicagoland area who contacted them. While Nona had been cleansing homes and vanquishing demons for half a century, she had only begun working with Eloise over the past six months, but her apprentice was hardcore into all things supernatural.

      I was on the other end of the spectrum: I’d only been exposed to that one case of demonic activity. But unlike them, I appreciated that I had no otherworldly abilities of my own. Although it would be helpful to know when evil lurked nearby, the constant awareness would probably paralyze me with fear and paranoia.

      “I hope a demon isn’t involved,” Nona said, “but if that’s not the case, I thought it would be helpful for you to distinguish between different supernatural entities. Not only that, but we could use a relatively inexperienced person with regard to the paranormal. An impartial witness, if you will. Sometimes I find it best to rely on those who cannot see or communicate with spirits. It prevents me from taking things for granted and allows for different perspectives. It may help Eloise and I differentiate one spirit from another. Is that something you’re prepared to help us with?”

      I’d suspected as much. That’s why I’d agreed to come. “Yes. Totally.” Despite my assurances, I couldn’t stop my thighs from shaking.

      Nona studied my expression. “Are you mentally and emotionally prepared for that?”

      I’d struggled in the aftermath of my contest of wills with the demon, but I couldn’t tell Nona about all that I’d endured. She might reconsider and ask me to leave. And if I hoped to fully regain a healthy state of mind, I’d need to face my fear to get a chance to claim the prize money.

      She continued to analyze me.

      Even though I liked and admired Nona, her direct stare unsettled me. I tamped down on my emotions to not give away my apprehension. My breathing became shallow and, as foreboding sensation overloaded my mind.

      “Seriously,” I said, hoping doubt hadn’t crept into my tone. “I’m good to go.” Unfortunately, I couldn’t tell if my indecision stemmed from the possibility of entering a mansion filled with ghosts, or if I truly hadn’t recovered from my ordeal with the demon.

      After another long beat, she nodded. “Very well.”

      I expelled a sigh of relief. Now I just had to get past my fear of ghosts, if this place was indeed haunted. Based on the little bit of research I’d done right before driving here, I’d learned that spirits were invisible and could move soundlessly at incredible speeds. For those reasons, they freaked me out. I hated the idea that they could be standing right in front of you, and you’d never know it. I shook off my distress by convincing myself that Nona and Eloise would handle any apparitions that came our way.

      “That’s it,” Nona told Eloise in a calm, support tone. “Visualize. Find your center.”

      With her eyelids closed, Eloise no longer gasped for air, and the uncertainty that had gripped her expression mere seconds ago had vanished. It seemed that she’d meditated to refocus. When she finally turned toward me and her slightly chubby face had recaptured its natural glow, she appeared to have regained her composure.

      Eloise batted her turquoise eyes, making her smoky eyeshadow seem even more pronounced. “At first, I also thought this place looked harmless.” She tapped a finger against her deep red lips, but in so doing, her entire hand trembled. She removed it and swung it behind her back. “I was wrong.” She averted her eyes to take in the mansion. Her breath evened out as her gaze hardened into one of concentration and determination.

      Eloise turned to her mentor. “I should have guarded myself before we entered the mansion.” Then she set her gaze on mine. “You know I’m perceptive to feelings, but what you may not know is that when emotions are running high and there’s more than one other person in the vicinity, it’s tough for me to identify which person or entity they’re coming from. I guess I’m still a work in progress.”

      Nona winked at her with a slight grin, but her eyes appeared solemn.

      Unnerved by their silent communication, but even more so because Eloise’s expression turned to dread, I now wavered about what awaited us in the house less than ten yards away. Not that it would keep me from joining them in this mission. “So how do we get rid of whatever’s in there?”

      “That depends,” Nona said, meeting my gaze.

      “On what?”

      “How far you’re willing to take things.”

      “What type of things?”

      “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”

      Had she not answered and remained vague because the answer would scare or upset me? Or did she simply not know what to expect inside the mansion? Both possibilities were practical. Still, her unwillingness to be specific made me uneasy. It seemed that whatever bad mojo had racked Eloise’s body moments ago had left her and now clutched onto me.

      “Hey,” Eloise said, stepping over to me. “Are you okay?”

      “No,” I admitted, my stomach gripped by a heaviness that refused to leave.

      “Do you want out of the deal?” asked Eloise.

      “No way,” I said with newfound certainty. “I need this.” I’d even checked online to learn about ghost detection systems. I figured Nona and Eloise would bring some high-tech gear to detect any spirits, and I wanted to know how to operate their equipment so I could see and hear any specters.

      “It’s perfectly fine,” Nona said, “if you’ve reconsidered.” The doubt in her voice made her gaunt, wrinkled face look more worn and withdrawn than mere moments ago. “We’ll understand.”

      For someone who looked like a kind grandmother who liked to sew and bake cookies, Nona was a sly, calculating woman. It made me realize that, since we’d only had a few run-ins, I knew nothing of her personal life. A wedding ring or band didn’t adorn her left hand, but she wore a tan sweatshirt with giant, messy red letters that spelled out: “Don’t mess with Grandma!” scrawled across it.

      “How many grandchildren do you have?” I asked, hoping for a reprieve of dealing with the potential darkness inside the mansion.

      “Twenty-three,” she said. Her sparkling eyes were as warm and inviting as hot chocolate.

      “All from the same daughter,” Eloise whispered and leaned close to confide in me. “Nine different fathers. It’s a touchy subject. Don’t go there!”

      “Eloise,” Nona said, letting the word drag out in a sigh. “I have eight children, and each has at least one child.”

      “Wow,” I said, startled to learn that her fragile frame could support one child much less eight. Of course, quite a bit of time had passed since her child-rearing years, but still.”

      “Let’s not break our concentration,” said Nona, a subtle frown tucking her lips downward. “We’re here to do a job: rid the house of whatever plagues it. We have plenty of time to discuss…” she turned to Eloise with a sneaky grin that banished her grimace, “your first opportunity to babysit all of my great-grandchildren.”

      Eloise’s eyes grew large and her mouth hung open.

      To distract her, I gestured toward her green backpack. “Did you bring some high-tech stuff to get a reading on any spectral activity?”

      “Um…” She swallowed, turned away from Nona’s good humor, and met my gaze. “No. It’s just a bunch of stuff to help us over the next couple days, You know, stuff like energy bars, fruit, bottled water, a change of clothing, flashlights, batteries.”

      I’d brought similar items, but because I didn’t know what to expect, I also added my Bible, a crucifix, and holy water in my oversized purse, although I hoped I wouldn’t need to use them since that would mean a demonic entity lingered inside the mansion.

      Before leaving for this job, I’d left a voicemail for Father Demetrius and stated my intentions before giving him the address of this mansion and asking him to call me after a few hours. His calm voice and unwavering support always gave me a jolt of confidence.

      I slung the strap of my large purse higher on my right shoulder and removed my Bible. The moment I clutched it, my spirit felt stronger, more assured of handling whatever awaited us in the mansion.

      Upon seeing the cross, Nona’s lively gaze flashed, emphasizing deep brown bags under her eyes, as though her flesh had sagged to pry her stare away from the supernatural horrors she had faced over the past fifty years. “I’m quite proud of you, Jocelyn.” She took in a breath, but before she could muster a word, she cringed and a set a palm to her lips before she let out a shrill cough.

      She wheeled around to keep us from seeing her face. Each time she hacked, her back arched and rattled as if each of the bones had separated from her spine and moved of their own accord. Nona withdrew a wrinkled tissue from the front of her black slacks, held it to her mouth, and continued to cough.

      Eloise rushed toward her, but even without looking, Nona waved her away with her free hand. Deprived of a way to help the older woman, Eloise fidgeted with her hands, approaching Nona and then backing off, wanting to assist her despite Nona’s warning not to. Conflicted, Eloise met my stare with uncertainty as a worried expression took hold of her. She put a fist to her lips and bit her thumb, but appeared ready to bolt into action in the event that Nona endured even worse spasms.

      I’d only worked with them once, but I knew they trusted, respected, and appreciated each other. Based on the attentive manner in which Eloise tended to Nona, she may have regarded her as the equivalent of a grandmother. It was a touching moment, and my faith in them multiplied.

      After more than a minute of coughing, Nona returned the tissue to her pocket, straightened, took in a couple breaths, and turned back toward us. Having been bent over for so long had forced blood to rush into her face and made her eyes water.

      Had I spotted a dash of blood on her lower lip?

      My immediate thought was to hurry over to her side as Eloise had done in the event we needed to skip this event and drive Nona to the emergency room at the closest hospital. But the moment that thought tumbled through my mind, Nona must have seen me inspecting her for evidence of an illness because she swiped the tissue across her lip.

      Had Eloise seen it? If she had, based on the protectiveness she’d just shown Nona, she would have been even more worried. I’d need to speak with her at some point soon to double-check.

      “Eloise,” Nona said, striding past both of us, “let’s try this again.”

      I exchanged glances with Eloise, who looked more confident than when I’d first set eyes upon her tonight. She dashed after Nona, who moved quickly for her age. I was in no hurry to enter the house, but if I didn’t move now, I’d have trouble compelling my feet forward. Without looking up at the mansion, but unable to do anything but think how “something dangerous” prowled the estate, I hurried after both Nona and Eloise.

      Then I caught sight of the massive, dark oak front door that would allow visitors twice our height to enter without a problem. On either side at the top, three rectangular patterns gave the entryway some old-time charm, above which was a panel of decorative glass in the image of a half-sun peering over the horizon.

      I found it odd that the architect would commission such a finely detailed piece of glasswork that visitors might strain to see due to its height. Then I realized the intention might have been to prevent visitors from seeing what lay inside…before they stepped through the doorway.

      The same one Nona and Eloise just passed through. The same one that now made me feel like I’d made a horrible mistake coming here.
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      Every time I opened my mouth, I tasted the dust that lingered in the dank air, which reeked of stale cigarette smoke as if it had clung to the gold-flecked walls for decades. Octagonal patterns along the marble floor guided guests to a pair of antique stone vultures, whose wings spread wide and their sharp incisors protruded from their mouths. Both sat atop scarred oak stands on either end of a crimson-colored runner that guided individuals up to the third floor. The stretch of space between the bannisters led to a corridor with an elevator set against the back wall.

      I glanced up at the chandelier above us. Numerous spider-webs crisscrossed the hundred or so individual light bulbs in branched frames. Sticking with the gold-colored walls, the decadent lit sconces that lined the walls were also home to cobwebs, which also spread to the corners of this room. Despite the profusion of light surrounding us, the lamps still seemed incapable of providing anything but a modicum of what should have been possible.

      The air felt tight, heavy. I’d felt that sensation when the demon infiltrated our home. Only this time, it wasn’t difficult to breathe. My lungs didn’t work overtime to capture each breath. That put me at ease. At the same time, if Nona asked me whether I could determine whether a demon lingered in this mansion, I couldn’t answer in the affirmative. However, it most likely meant that some type of supernatural entity roamed this building. And that realization sent my pulse skyrocketing.

      From around a corner at the back corridor, a woman in her mid-twenties with freckles sprinkled across her nose and cheeks meandered toward us. “Our second paranormal investigative team has returned,” she said with an airy tone, as if she were eternally on the edge of losing her breath. “I thought you had reconsidered.” She ran delicate, trembling fingers down her pink turtleneck sweater and smoothed the knee-length cerise skirt against pale shapely thighs. Just as her palm tapped the long, wavy red tresses that nearly reached her waist, she tried to smile, but it faltered for a bit before turning into a frown.

      Her curvy figure and strong jaw contrasted with the self-conscious way she fidgeted, nibbling her pouty red lips and twisting her angel pendant necklace. With her magenta-colored eyeshadow and the way she constantly snapped her chewing gum, she looked like a woman who acted like a teenager trying to convey what she presumed her adult-self might one day grow up to become.

      The woman greeted me with a smile. “Hello, my name is Lacey London, the real estate agent in charge of selling Markus Hazard’s estate. You must be Jocelyn Ryland?”

      I nodded, finding her beguiling, especially considering her demure manner given that she possessed such a striking figure.

      The pair of men trailing behind her, most likely the other paranormal team, didn’t seem to notice her beauty, as they peered over her shoulders at us. They assuredly wanted to discover who they rivaled for the winner-take-all jackpot.

      In my opinion, we weren’t competing against them for the winnings. We faced whatever the owner wanted us to vanquish. I didn’t know how my colleagues planned to accomplish that without any equipment, but I didn’t doubt Nona’s paranormal skillset.

      Nevertheless, I didn’t like knowing another paranormal unit could eliminate the spirits from the property, and our team might wind up with zilch. The prospect of leaving here with nothing to show for it made my nerves clench. Since I didn’t know anything about ghostbusting, I needed to help Nona and Eloise any way I could, so I made a personal vow to remain alert at all times.

      “Excellent,” Lacey said, her smile returning as she lifted a clipboard out in front of her at chest-level as she approached me. “One of your team members should have mentioned the need to sign a non-disclosure and waiver of the non-liability agreement, releasing Mr. Hazard or our real estate company from any potential injuries or damages incurred on the premises while we are not in your presence.”

      Eloise had briefly mentioned it, so I nodded again.

      “Wonderful,” Lacey said, stepping up beside me. “I’ll just need your initials in a few places.” She handed me the clipboard with a stack of pages and a black pen. She explained the basics of the contract, and after taking some time to ensure that I wouldn’t sign anything I disagreed with, I signed and initialed on the lines she indicated.

      Just as I was about to turn my gaze upon the other paranormal unit, Lacey said, “Greetings, everyone. “I’d like to begin with a little background. Mr. Hazard has been trying to sell this mansion for just over a decade, ever since its previous tenant, his mother Alice, passed away. Mr. Hazard grew up here and obviously believes this building is haunted because he has demanded that we list this home as such.

      “For that reason, although this house itself is worth in excess of twenty million dollars, not one buyer has been willing to spend more than six-million for the estate. Mr. Hazard has stated that if either team can remove the supernatural presence from the premises, he will gladly write you a check for one million dollars.”

      “Why is he offering so much?” I asked.

      Her cheeks flushed and Lacey averted her gaze as though continuing to discuss such a staggering amount made her uncomfortable. “Ten months ago,” she said, her pink high-heels clacking against the ground, “Mr. Hazard offered the job to the first four teams of paranormal investigators who visited this estate. None succeeded, so he doubled the payoff and brought in every kind of investigator who might handle the issue.” Lacey’s caramel-colored eyes darted up towards Nona and Eloise, and she winced, looking apologetic. “My apologies, but Mr. Hazard doesn’t believe in psychics or mediums, otherwise he may have requested your presence at an earlier time.”

      “Most people don’t believe we have special skills,” Nona admitted. “Almost half the population of the U.S. believes in ghosts, but many don’t believe in those who can see and communicate with the otherworldly. I’ve always found that odd.”

      “Who’re these quacks?” asked the rotund man a few feet behind Lacey, who wore a faded sky blue Star Wars T-shirt and a pair of brown corduroy pants. His bright olive eyes blinked behind bifocals. He scratched the thick, greasy, sand-colored hair parted on either side with bangs that curved inwards toward his second neck.

      The sight of him sent revulsion squirming its way through my body like a snake. All told, he looked a tad bit familiar, but no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t place him.

      “Does it matter?” asked his lanky partner, a man in his late forties who likely doubled his partner’s age. Wearing a solid pink tie against a striped blue dress shirt that was tucked into khakis that hung on bony hips, he seemed oblivious yet comfortable in his stylistic endeavors. In one hand, he held an EMF Meter, a device that detected electromagnetic fields, which some believed detected whether a spirit sucked up energy to manifest itself. In the other hand, he carried a Thermal Imaging Camera, a device that could potentially differentiate between hot spots (life-breathing organisms) and cold spots (potential ghosts).

      A knock boomed from somewhere upstairs.

      Startled, I drew back at the sound and swiveled in the direction it originated. With nothing forthcoming, I turned back to the group, only to find them staring at me. No one looked concerned but me, although each person’s gaze seemed more alert than a minute ago. I said to Lacey. “Was that—?”

      “It’s not a ghost,” she said. “This place has been boarded up since Mr. Hazard’s mother passed. The heating and cooling system hasn’t run in a very long time. When humidity gets trapped inside these walls, the doors expand, and when—”

      “But it's cool and dry outside,” I said.

      “And,” she said, cringing as if apologetic for cutting me off again, “because that dryness is slowly working its way into the house, the doors are constricting again.”

      The air outside would stay in the upper fifties, probably warm enough to keep the mansion this same damp temperature. It also briefly distracted me from contemplating that something supernatural made that sound upstairs.

      “Lacey’s got one thing right,” said the skinny man, stroking his soul patch. “Mediums and psychics are a scam. They’re liars who use grief to rob people. You better not try to pull one over on us, saying you’ve convinced the ghosts to go when they haven’t.”

      “We’ve never done that,” said Nona, her expression tightening in self-defense mode. “We never will.”

      “You’re criminals,” he continued, “who should be locked up.”

      “Did you just hear what she said?” I asked, irritated that he’d attack an elderly woman.

      “I’m not a criminal,” said Eloise, the stirrings of a smile on her lips. “We don’t take their money at gunpoint. Those people just give it to us. Oh, wait a sec.” She looked at Nona. “We only take cash, and I don’t know about you, but I don’t report my wages to the IRS.” She turned back to the skinny guy and shrugged. “You know, stick it to The Man and all.” Then she whirled back to Nona. “Except you’re my boss, and you’re obviously not a man, so…”

      “My apprentice,” said Nona, pinning the other team members with an impenetrable stare, “is obviously being facetious. We don’t accept payment for helping others deal with the supernatural. This is a calling, not a career choice.”

      Eloise relied on humor whenever she felt pressured or scared, and I presumed that she felt a disturbance in the environment that only she and Nona could detect. That unsettled me enough to scan the area again for anything out of the ordinary. This time, I spotted numerous oil paintings of eighteenth-century cityscapes on the walls and a couple clear but gaudy mirrors on either side of the staircase that Lacey must’ve cleaned off. Still, nothing alarming made its presence known.

      “I don’t buy it,” said the big guy. He pivoted to Lacey. “We’ve got equipment to prove that whatever we banish from this place really left.”

      “You seem pretty agitated, Jabba,” Eloise said, referring to the creature on the hefty man’s Star Wars shirt. “You charge per visit, don’t you? I bet you even have an additional charge if you have to help a spirit move on, that is if you know how to do that.”

      “You honestly don’t know us?” he asked with a dismissive chuckle.

      “Why should we?” I asked. He acted like a self-important individual who distrusted anything he couldn’t see or understand.

      Lacey stepped into our sightline. “This duo has a YouTube channel to broadcast their paranormal endeavors.” Then she retreated again, as though unworthy of taking part in the conversation.

      “The name’s Midnight,” said the larger man.

      “Midnight?” I asked, thinking I’d misheard him. “That’s your name?”

      “The one I gave myself, yeah.” A beaming smile revealed pink gums that threatened to overtake both rows of teeth.

      “He’s the rock star of paranormal investigators,” said his sidekick. “Interviews, speaking engagements, comic con appearances, you name it, he’s been there, done that.”

      Upon hearing his buddy talk up his partner’s cult celebrity status, Midnight couldn’t puff out a muscular chest, so his gut unfurled over his pants, straining the elastic band around his waist.

      “How come we’ve never heard of you?” asked Eloise.

      To our left, the front door opened.

      Midnight, ignoring the interruption, staggered in place as though someone had slapped him upside the head. “Are you serious?” A moment later, he regained his composure. “That was a joke, right? Unless, okay, I’ve gotta ask: did you ride on the little bus in school?”

      “Don’t be a dick,” said the man stepping through the threshold and pushing the door shut behind him. Appearing a few years shy of thirty with a trimmed mustache and beard along his chiseled jaw, he took confident strides over to Midnight with a penetrating glare that made it clear he was part of their team, only he didn’t share their vanity. The handheld camera in his large hand looked like a plaything kids won from the toy crane machine found in arcades and the vestibules of restaurants. His other hand held tight to the strap of his backpack.

      The tension in the room diminished, even as this man insulted his partner, and the air crackled with vibrancy, a sense that in this man’s presence, anything could happen at any time. He pulled a hand across a well-sculpted chest fitted in a white T-shirt and removed a folded packet of paper from the inner pocket of his worn black leather jacket and presented it to Lacey.

      She looked it over and nodded with a smile. “Thank you, Dylan.”

      My heart fluttered at the prospect that this man might also spend the next two days in the mansion. Although handsome, he had so much presence and charisma that I couldn’t avert my eyes. When he looked my way, heat flooded my face, making me more than a little self-conscious.

      He sure fills out those black jeans nicely. Stop it! This was no time to check out a guy. You have a job to do. Money to earn. Don’t look at him. Don’t acknowledge him. Haven’t you learned that smooth-talking men are dangerous?

      To have partnered with these guys, Dylan was either a geek who devoted as much time to working out as playing video games or he needed a big payday. Neither seemed particularly enticing in a boyfriend, but who was I to judge? I’d also come here to score some big-time cash, which would essentially mark him as someone I shouldn’t find intriguing in the least…if I hoped to come away with a larger stash in my bank account.

      “Dylan?” asked Midnight’s lanky partner, a cutting edge to his voice. “Hey, bro,” You’re not here for color commentary, all right? You’re the cameraman. That’s it. When you’re not filming, you’re silent. Like Niagara Falls. Got it?”

      The camera man’s jaw clenched as his gaze bore into a man he obviously needed for one reason or another because his biceps and shoulders tensed. He looked as though he needed every ounce of willpower not to charge the stick figure and put him through the wall.

      I wanted to correct him about assuming Niagara Falls was “silent,” but I didn’t want to get involved in their business. Besides, Dylan looked more than capable of handling any sort of altercation without my assistance.

      Midnight sneered at me for a long moment. Then he dropped a meaty palm on his friend’s shoulder, making it drop a couple inches, before turning to him. “Appreciate the backup, Shadow.”

      Despite the solemnness with which Midnight had glared at me, I couldn’t avoid erupting with laughter. “Oh, come on. Shadow?” I turned to him. “Did Midnight give you that name?”

      Shadow broke eye contact. “It’s a cool name. What does it matter who gave it to me?”

      I leaned in close to Dylan, so I wouldn’t be overheard. “These two seem very close. You’re not filming a home video for them, are you?”

      A choked sound slipped from his throat, and a frown settled on his lips. “I sure as hell didn’t sign up for that.”

      “Whoa,” said Midnight, staggering backward and flinching as though someone had just yanked his underwear up the crack of his ass. “Chill, okay?” He pointed at me, anger making his finger vibrate with anger. “I’m not a fag, okay?”

      “We shared a private joke,” Dylan said, stepping into Midnight’s path, his blue eyes no longer easy-going but open to inciting violence if necessary. “And based on your arrogance, it was well warranted, so suck it up. Now when it comes to that inappropriate comment of yours, you can use “gay” or “homosexual.” Those are your options. You got that?” He hoisted the backpack higher up on his shoulder and gripped the strap so tightly that his knuckles pressed against his skin on the back of his hand.

      Midnight swallowed so hard his Adam’s apple bobbed in his throat. He lifted his own tattered backpack as a child would clutch onto a security blanket.

      The technological equipment in his backpack quaked under Midnight’s grasp. It sounded as though a pocket-sized man had hopped inside with toothpicks and tried to pound the paranormal devices into oblivion.

      After a long moment, Dylan turned and headed toward me. The heavy glare on his face disintegrated as a half-smile took its place. “I’m not gay,” he whispered, his dark eyes twinkling. “But hey, don’t disrespect, am I right?” A second later, as he placed his attention on Lacey, his amusement vanished. “He jerked a thumb back at the two geeks. “But I am,” he paused as if it took a tremendous amount of self-control to admit whatever he planned to say, “with them.”

      Dylan whirled around to his two partners. “Stick to the deal we signed off on. No additions. No subtractions. Got it?”

      A grin attempted to surface on Midnight’s face, but he gnashed his teeth together, crushing it. “A deal’s a deal.”

      Dylan nodded. “Damned straight.”

      I introduced Nona and Eloise to the trio. Then I set my attention on Dylan. “You’re ‘stage’ name isn’t Dusk or Twilight, is it?” I had difficulty with that last nickname. “Please don’t tell me they named you Twilight.”

      His brow crinkled in revulsion “My parents named me. If it was good enough for them, it’s good enough for me.”

      Upon hearing the strength behind Dylan’s words and the deep voice in which he said them, my heartbeat sped up, and it had nothing to do with a potential supernatural entity in the vicinity.

      “Miss?” Lacey London whispered in Nona’s direction with a pained expression. “Excuse me, Miss?”

      Nona swayed ever so slightly in place. Her eyes were shut, and soft exhalations slipped from her nostrils. She’d fallen asleep while standing up. “Dios mio,” she mumbled.

      Lacey blanched at the words. “Was that Spanish? I’m sorry I don’t speak a foreign language.”

      Dylan nodded. “She said, ‘My God.’”

      I’d never seen anything like that before. I found it amazing that she hadn’t tipped over. How could Nona get some shut-eye while conceivably surrounded by ghosts? Had she dealt with so many ghosts in the past that these spirits didn’t worry her, which contradicted Eloise’s claim that “something dark” lived here?

      I knew she needed a couple naps to get through each day, and while her fatigue at this exact moment didn’t concern me, I hoped that it wouldn’t recur again anytime soon. We needed her expertise, and we couldn’t get that if she was conked out on a sofa somewhere. In that instance, it would have been wise to bring some ghost hunting equipment.

      Eloise went over to her, curled an arm around Nona’s back, and gave her a light shake. “Nona.”

      “Four-hundred degrees.” Nona’s eyes opened ever so slowly. “The cookies stay in the oven for…” Nona snapped her eyes open, even as her mouth stretched into a yawn, which she covered with a palm. “Yes, we were discussing the haunting.” She nodded at Lacey. “Please continue.”

      My anxiety dissipated. At least she recovered quickly.

      Lacey let out a heavy sigh of relief. “All told, Mr. Hazard has hired countless paranormal investigators to banish whatever supernatural elements exist here and encourage buyers to make a more appropriate offer on this mansion. None have been successful.”

      “Why is it so dusty in here?” asked Dylan.

      “Mr. Hazard has tried to hire cleaning services to attend to the interior of this place, but none of them stay past the inspection to even provide a quote. I’ve tried to set up an appointment for them to visit at a later date, but none have returned my call.”

      “Every one of them sensed the supernatural?” asked Shadow, notching his head up, all business. “Seems kinda unlikely.” He turned to Midnight. “Don’t you think?”

      Sneering at me, Midnight only nodded.

      Unsure what he held against me, I tried to roll my shoulder blades to ease some of the strain there, but it didn’t work. I returned my attention to Lacey, but I could practically feel the anger drifting off Midnight. If there were paranormal creatures in this mansion, I doubted they had as much pent up resentment as the man standing across from me.

      “How much time have you spent here?” Nona asked Lacey.

      “Not much. I’ve been working on moving this home for less than a year, but it hasn’t had a showing in almost a decade. The photos of this place on our website are from that era, and each of the dozen potential buyers who’ve visited to inspect the premises occurred around that time as well. From what my colleagues told me, none of them stuck around to complete a full tour before leaving.”

      “I get that Mr. Hazard wants to be honest about his suspicions,” said Shadow, “but if he wants to sell it so badly, why tell everyone its haunted?”

      I found it telling that Shadow and Midnight accused Nona and Eloise of “lying” to those whose homes they helped cleanse, while Shadow basically recommended that Mr. Hazard lie about the supernatural elements that lurked within this building. It took everything I had not to launch a verbal assault his way and criticize his two-faced behavior.

      “The Illinois Real Property Disclosure Report,” Lacey said, “requires a seller to answer over twenty questions about known material defects on the property. That covers everything from mechanical and electrical issues to structural problems. Many believe that murder, suicide, or the presence of ghosts might not be considered material defects, but Mr. Hazard has always wanted to be upfront to potential buyers about any stigmas this place might attract.”

      “There’s been a murder here?” asked Midnight. “And suicide?”

      “Have there been deaths?” Lacey asked, puckering her cheeks, making it seem like she’d rather deal with a bout of hemorrhoids than continue on this line of questioning. “Yes.”

      “Multiple?” asked Nona.

      “This mansion, although refurbished multiple times including annexes and wings, was originally constructed in the late nineteenth century after the original owner lost his home during the Great Chicago Fire.”

      The way Lacey preferred to work around answering questions got on my nerves. It made her sound far less than forthcoming about any potential dangers we might need to know about if ghosts inhabited the mansion. However, I didn’t think she was trying to avoid the truth. Far from it, in fact, based on her timid behavior. If anything, I thought she didn’t want to acknowledge this building’s history because it creeped her out.

      I could sympathize. I felt the same way. But I had a job to do. A job that required I know everything about this place. I certainly didn’t want to encounter any surprises that might make our task more difficult.

      “More than five deaths?” asked Eloise.

      “One hundred and fifty years covers a lot of ground,” Lacey said.

      “For a cemetery,” added Eloise. “This house wasn’t constructed on a burial ground was it?”

      “No.” Lacey lowered her gaze again.

      “Aww, come on,” Shadow said, extending both hands out to his sides. “We’re gonna need to film an intro, and we need the goods. You’ve got ‘em, so how about offering them up?”

      Dylan gritted his teeth. “How about letting the lady continue?”

      Unwilling to let the tension ratchet up any higher, I said, “Lacey, can we assume there were hangings, poisonings, and death by gunshot?”

      “That might be a fair assessment.”

      “All three?” asked Eloise. “In short, it’s a lovely spot for a romantic getaway for two.”

      I stifled a chuckle. “Was this originally a mental asylum?”

      “No.”

      “No torture chambers?” Eloise continued. “I only ask because multiple deaths don’t typically take place in the same house.”

      “How about cult activity?” I added. “Or Satanism? Anything like that?”

      “I’m just a real estate agent,” Lacey said with a little firmness in her response. “I don’t know the particulars.”

      I spun toward my partners. “Eloise, you work in a library. What did you find out about this place?”

      “Actually,” she said, stopping on that word before looking to Lacey. “I spoke with Nona a few minutes after Lacey called me, and then I called you. I didn’t really have much time to do any research, but—”

      “So we’ve got no background info on the history of any of the deaths that occurred here?” I asked, turning to Lacey. “That seems pretty convenient...if you’re trying to keep something from us.”

      Lacey met my stare, but unlike every other instance, her temperament firmed up. She looked aggravated, insulted. Her gaze slowly went around the room doing likewise with everyone else. “Mr. Hazard has only been willing to disclose that death has occurred here.”

      “Correction,” said Eloise. “Many deaths.”

      I turned to her. “What do you think: death by firing squad?”

      She scrunched up her face and shook her head. “Doubtful. Machinegun fire is loud, but like Lacey said, this place is way off the beaten path, so anything is possible. Hey, we haven’t covered knifings, drownings in the bathtub, or—”

      I checked my cell phone, but I didn’t get a reception. “How far away is the nearest cell phone tower?”

      “At least forty miles,” said Lacey. “Maybe fifty? I’m not sure. There isn’t a hardwired internet line available here either. The distance from the closest trace of civilization is another reason why so few are willing to bid on this house. The nearest school system is over thirty miles away. That severely limits the number of families that would be interested in moving here.

      “The same distance would go for the police and fire departments. All told, Mr. Hazard’s predecessors may have wanted sanctuary from civilization, but in the opinions of most, they overshot by a long stretch. Apparently, Mr. Hazard’s mother drove into town every two weeks to collect her mail, drop off refuse, and procure food.”

      Midnight coughed. “Why do we only have two days to rid this place of whatever is here?”

      “Mr. Hazard has a potential buyer from overseas who plans to visit on Tuesday. He promised to make an attractive offer if whatever is here…leaves.”

      That explained why the contract we’d signed indicated that if no one removed whatever haunted this place before Sunday at midnight, no one would be eligible for the prize money. Otherwise, it would leave a full day for a large team of cleaners to swoop into this place and give it a deep clean.

      “So,” I said, trying to sum things up, “if we clear this place of what doesn’t belong here, this potential buyer would take it as is?”

      A relieved smile lit Lacey’s face.

      It was not in Mr. Hazard’s best interests for her to reply in the affirmative. If so, she’d basically allow us to blackmail her by demanding a larger fee.

      “You sense ghosts?” asked Midnight. He pulled out his Rem Pod and switched it on. “Do you? Sense any?”

      I scoffed. “You said we were crooks, and now you’re open to believing that we’re really who we say we are?”

      “Something is here,” Nona said, preventing Midnight from answering. She inspected the vestibule, her head shifting from left to right to take in the hall. “But there’s a lot of interference.”

      “What does that mean?” asked Shadow.

      “Everyone’s emotions are raging right now,” said Eloise. “It makes it difficult to distinguish your feelings from those that dwell here.”

      I flicked my gaze to Eloise, who had closed her eyes and breathed through her nose, deep in thought. “You’re a master at detecting emotions,” I said. “Can you sense anything specific?”

      “I’m certain there’s…” Eloise said in a deep, measured tone. She inched her head to the right and opened her mouth to speak, but a moment later she winced. “Like Nona said: there are too many people in such close proximity. I can’t get anything specific.”

      I pointed to Midnight. “You’re the ones with the high-tech equipment. How about you fire up those fancy tools and tell us what you find?”

      “And give you one leg up on the payout?” He smirked. “Nice try. Besides…” He tapped the gear in his backpack. “You won’t need that stuff since you’ve got two liars with you!” He tittered and put a fist to his lips to squelch it like a devious little boy. “Good luck, Jocelyn. You’re gonna need it.”
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      Lacey led both groups into a spacious kitchen with a chestnut wood floor. It contained the same dusty scent that drifted through the vestibule, which made sense since no had one had lived here in over a decade, and I’d bet each room smelled pretty much the same in this building no matter where we went.

      Likewise, the same thickness that lingered in the air in the entryway did so in the kitchen. Did that mean that ghosts or a demon were in both places? If so, I hadn’t seen or heard them. Regardless, I’d keep my guard up to avoid getting caught by surprise.

      “You’d be hard-pressed to dig up information about the murders that took place here,” Lacey said.

      “A place this expensive?” asked Shadow with a derisive stare. “First word of a murder going down, and I bet reporters were all over this place, looking for a story.”

      “Under normal circumstances,” Lacey said, “you’d be right. The family was notoriously secretive. Based on stories Mr. Hazard shared with my colleagues a decade ago, the sheriff’s department had sent officers here to handle every death that occurred here, but when reporters showed up, they were unable to get any information from anyone on the force. Mr. Hazard suspected the family bribed everyone in the sheriff’s office to remain silent. Considering there were so many deaths here over the years, I’d imagine the sheriff’s staff wanted to keep those hefty checks coming, so they buttoned up.”

      “She’s right,” Eloise said. “As I tried to say earlier, I checked the internet and the library’s database for the Hazard family in the obituaries, and I found over a dozen deaths, but the detail on each cause of death wasn’t exactly front-page news. Since there were so many family members, I can’t recall their names, but one died from a broken neck suffered by falling down the grand staircase. Another person accidentally drowned in the bathtub after mixing prescription drugs and falling unconscious. One man fell while trying to clean a gutter. Apparently, he had a high level of alcohol in his system. I guess there really wasn’t anything controversial or eye-popping going on that would make investigative journalists want to track down the cops and try to get a story.”

      Since Eloise worked full-time at the Fairfield Public Library Branch, I trusted that she’d done due diligence in trying to find out as much information as possible. I was just disappointed to have so little background on the house or the family to go on, which could have helped if we were confronted with an apparition.

      “But Lacey said there were instances of murder and suicide,” I said. “Wealthy people who built a mansion in the middle of nowhere, some of whom died, under those circumstances, must have raised some flags with the locals.”

      “Which locals?” asked Dylan. “Did you see the sign welcoming visitors to this town? It listed a total of 264 people living in this community.”

      “And most of them moved out here within the past fifteen years,” Lacey added.

      Even though their arguments had merit, I turned to Eloise for clarification. “Murder and suicide. You didn’t find anything about that happening here?”

      “No,” she said. “Nothing.”

      “That doesn’t make sense,” said Shadow.

      “Agreed.” Midnight looked to Lacey. “I couldn’t find anything out earlier. Not that we had much time to research the mansion.”

      “My apologies,” Lacey said. “But this interested house hunter didn’t give us much advance notice, and we couldn’t be picky about the time we showed it, considering we’ve had so little interest of late.”

      “All right,” Midnight said. “How do you know that family members were murdered or committed suicide?”

      “Mr. Hazard must’ve passed it on to my colleagues. Maybe he was more forthright because he wanted potential buyers to be aware of what they were getting into by purchasing this home.”

      “Makes sense,” Dylan said. “If those buyers looked into whether anyone committed murder or suicide, they couldn’t find anyone to substantiate those claims since no family member has lived here in over a decade.”

      “Don’t forget the distance from here to the next big town,” said Lacey. “That’s another reason there was so little press. Reporters wouldn’t come all the way out here if they had no chance of getting a story.”

      “Might you know anything,” Nona said, “about the previous generations that lived here?”

      “No,” said Lacey, her grimace still in place, looking disappointed not to have the information she requested. I’m sorry.”

      Eloise glanced around the room. “Would it benefit us to learn about the family?”

      Lacey didn’t even look our way. “If you found any information, I suppose it couldn’t hurt. Now then…” She motioned toward a large island on which were a few large bowls of various fruits and vegetables. “I could have stocked the fridge, but I didn’t know how long you might be staying. I purchased some healthy options that will stay fresh for the time being.” The failure of our predecessors probably fed into why she hadn’t thought we’d complete the job in two days.

      I found the transition from talk of death to food incredibly abrupt. It’s possible that Lacey thought the conversation hit a dead end since she couldn’t give us the information we sought. Or she could have switched topics so quickly because she felt inadequate in giving us background details that could help us. Then again, there could have been a myriad of reasons. After looking at the others around me and seeing no one overly concerned about how Lacey had suddenly shifted subjects, I decided to let it fall by the wayside.

      “But if you’ve hoped to prepare your own food…” Lacey gestured to the countless pots, pans, and cutlery that hung above the island. “Feel free to store your perishables in the fridge.” She pointed to an older model that let out a constant electrical hum next to a long counter, which included a double sink. “This room leads to a three-car garage and also splits off to the backyard. The French doors lead to that area.” She motioned toward the long oak table with a half-dozen matching chairs on either side of it. “Here we have the eating area.”

      Lacey swiveled a set of well-manicured pink fingernails my way. “Moving onward…” After leaving the kitchen, she led us through the lower level at a quick clip.

      “So, ladies,” said Midnight, trailing behind us. He was flanked by Shadow, who jotted down information in a palm-sized notepad, and Dylan, who walked with the camera pressed against his right eye. “Because we’re recording this, and we’ll continue doing so during the duration of our visit, and since none of you have complained, I’m guessing you’re okay with us occasionally recording your images for anything we might reveal on this episode for our YouTube channel?”

      “What?” asked Eloise, swiveling around, her lips parting in anger. “No. You’ll need to edit me out of it.”

      “Why?” asked Midnight. “Don’t you want to be on computer screens around the world?”

      Dylan blew an exasperated breath through his lips. “Unbelievable. Don’t you think you should have mentioned that before the tour and before you recorded your opening remarks?”

      Midnight glared at Dylan for a fraction of a second. Then an enthusiastic expression made his eyebrows dart upwards. “Are you sure, Eloise? You’re an attractive woman.”

      “Thank you.” She folded her arms across her chest. “But that’s exactly why I don’t want to be on any computer screens.”

      “Okay,” Midnight said, lifting both hands out ahead of him. “All right. Good to know.” He turned to me and Nona with raised eyebrows. “But you two? Any interest?”

      “No way,” I said, squirming at the notion of letting him capture my image to fulfill whatever perverse ideas that might float through his mind.

      Midnight squashed a harsh stare and turned a disarming smile upon Nona. “How about you, Ms.—”

      “I’d love to,” said Nona, lighting up at the idea. Then she looked down at her sweatshirt and frowned. “This doesn’t exactly scream ‘hot babe’ though, does it?”

      Eloise broke out laughing, which doused some of the animosity she and I had reserved for Midnight.

      “Are you sure?” I asked her, surprised that Nona was willing to grant Midnight and Shadow creative control over how they might use her image in the episode they would eventually air.

      “Completely,” she said, excited by the prospect.

      I spun towards Dylan, and he pulled his head away from the camera to acknowledge me with a nod and a look of understanding, which told me that he wouldn’t record anything distasteful.

      “Fan-tastic!” said Midnight, whirling towards Lacey. “And Ms. Lambert? May we record—”

      Lacey placed a few fingertips to her right eyebrow and covering part of her face. “Well,” she said breathlessly, her voice trembling as much as the hand against her face. “I don’t know.”

      “Seriously?” asked Midnight with a chuckle. “Wearing all that pink, you’re like a hot, young Dolores Umbridge.”

      “Really?” The hand fell from her face. “Wait, I don’t know that actress.”

      “She’s not an actress,” said Eloise. “She’s a character in one of the Harry Potter movies. He basically called you a fascist.”

      “I did not,” he said, blowing a pocket of air through his teeth, irritation bunching his eyebrows together. “I said she was young and hot. Those are compliments.”

      “Jeee-sus,” said Dylan. “Do yourself a favor and zip your lip, okay?”

      “Is that a yes?” Midnight asked, gracing Lacey with a kind-hearted grin. “Come on. You’ll be on—”

      “No. I don’t think Mr. Hazard would appreciate that.” After covering the lower level, but before heading toward the staircase, Lacey pointed to a door she walked past. “That door is locked. It is one of six rooms that are locked in this home.”

      “Why might that be?” asked Nona in a kind voice, although her eyes looked skeptical.

      Lacey paused for the slightest second but then continued moving. “I’m not certain. I asked my colleagues, but they didn’t have an answer for me. When I contacted Mr. Hazard about the potential buyer from overseas, I’d asked him about the locked doors, and he said he’d personally unlock them.” She halted and spun toward us. “I offered to do so if he’d overnight the key, so I wouldn’t burden him with a visit – he lives out on the West Coast – and he explained that he’d pinpointed certain personal belongings and furniture that he’d like the professional movers he’d hired to transport to his residence, but that company and seven others we’d hired arrived at the property, only to leave shortly after. Each group played a part in consolidating the belongings into those six rooms. Mr. Hazard assured me that, if you’re able to remove…whatever is here, he will hire movers to retrieve them before the next showing takes place.

      “Did it occur to you,” Shadow said, “that ghosts might be in those rooms? So we might need to go in those rooms.”

      “I’m sorry,” Lacey said. “I wish I could give you—”

      Shadow scoffed. “Are you kidding me? How are we going to do our job? That’s the reason we’re here. You’re setting us up to fail.”

      “Ghosts are invisible,” said Eloise. “Remember?”

      “Yeah, I get that they can go where they want. But if we had access to those rooms, we might uncover evidence that could help us persuade a ghost to move on?”

      “Okay.” Eloise shrugged. “Good point.”

      Lacey said, “There are two locked doors on this floor, three on the second floor, and one on the third level.”

      This mystery raised a number of questions in my mind. Could we trust Mr. Hazard’s rationale on this issue? Was he putting our mission in jeopardy as Shadow had suggested? The items in question must have been prized valuables. Perhaps irreplaceable heirlooms.

      Of course, being told we couldn’t enter those rooms made me want to do exactly that. What if Mr. Hazard was hiding something? What if he’d locked those rooms to cover up some dark and scary secrets?

      “Now that I’ve mentioned the locked rooms,” Lacey said, returning to the vestibule. “I’m really hoping you’ll let me off the hook by not making me show you the second and third floors. You’re all free to use whichever rooms you’d like as a bedroom. The beds have been stripped of sheets, but you can find plenty of bedding materials in the closet around the corner. Feel free to take what you need.” Her cheeks burned brightly. Her knees quivered. And her self-conscious smile faltered.

      I hated seeing anyone so uncomfortable.

      “Ordinarily, I’d have given you all a more proper tour, or shall I say, a slower one, but…” She shivered and folded her arms. “This place really gives me the creeps.” She scanned the entryway with a cautious gaze. “No offense, but I wouldn’t be here if I could help it. I’m the least experienced member of our team, and since the other agents refused to take on this assignment, I was like, the commission will be huge. I’ll definitely take it on.” She shook her head, her face pale. “But now, to be honest, I just want to leave.”

      “I get it,” I said, moving to her defense before anyone demanded that she conclude the tour as planned. “I think we can make our way around from here.” I smiled to let her know that she shouldn’t regret having asked us to let her leave earlier than expected. Then I spun towards the others. “Right everyone?”

      Midnight and Shadow exchanged pleased, furtive glances. Dylan shrugged and stayed quiet. Nona and Eloise nodded their heads in agreement.

      “You’re off the hook,” I told Lacey with a smile.

      She bent over a little, making it seem as if up until this point, she’d expended all of her energy and self-control to maintain her poise. “Thank you so much!” The color in her cheeks began to vanish.

      “No reason to be ashamed,” said Midnight, brushing past us to make his way beside her. He lifted a palm, and it hovered over Lacey’s shoulder for a half-second, but his trembling hand wavered in the air before he retracted it. “Um, yeah, I think we can take it from here.”

      I identified with his nervousness upon meeting someone I found attractive, and I wondered if I’d been overly judgmental towards him. “He’s right. We can handle it.” My comments, while redundant, hopefully eased Midnight’s embarrassment, and he harbored less animosity towards me.

      My remarks were met with a vicious sneer from Midnight, one that made it clear his resentment toward me had intensified. I should have kept my mouth shut. It hurt to try to smooth choppy waters, only to have the person I empathized with silently condemn me. But I refused to let it get to me. I’d extended an olive branch. If he didn’t want to grab it, I certainly wouldn’t beg him to do so.

      Lacey released a pent-up breath and revealed a wide smile. “I sure hope you’re successful. It would be great to offload this place.” She handed each of us a key. “This master key will get you into every room on the premises…except for the locked rooms. Thank you again for understanding.” She headed for the door with a spring in her step.

      If whatever now hid in this mansion was as dangerous as Lacey apparently believed, reason mandated that it wanted vengeance or justice. Maybe both. Otherwise, why would it remain behind?

      Until now, every paranormal team that had inspected the mansion had failed to uproot the supernatural element from the premises. That track record didn’t give me enough confidence to walk the halls alone, but knowing that Nona and Eloise were a solid duo, I placed my faith in their expertise in dealing with these matters.

      “Wait,” I said, my throat constricting at the thought that Lacey would leave us. “Who’s going to—?”

      “Protect you?” asked Midnight. “We will. By sending the darkness back behind the veil.” He turned to Shadow, and when he lifted a fist, his buddy bumped it.

      “No,” I said, ignoring his sleazy arrogance, my attention unwavering as Lacey reached the door and looked back at me. “If we get rid of whatever is here, we’ve got your contact info, but how will you know who gets credit? How will you know who deserves the prize money?”

      “I’ve given Nona and Midnight my business card,” Lacey said, cracking open the front door. “Whichever team leader is victorious can give me a call when you get cell phone reception. Afterward, I’ll visit with Mr. Hazard, and he’ll determine whether either team was actually victorious.”

      “What?” asked Shadow. “The dude could pull a fast one, saying ‘No one succeeded.’ And we’re expected to just take him at his word? No way!”

      “Mr. Hazard will not cheat you,” Lacey said with a firmness she hadn’t exhibited up until now. “He has lived in this house with…whatever is here for a very long time…until he could no longer deal with these peculiar circumstances. He knows what it feels like inside this mansion, and he said that, once this home is cleared of whatever supernatural element is here, he’d definitely know.”

      “He’s sensitive to the paranormal?” asked Nona.

      Lacey nodded. “He has confided as much.”

      “I’m with Shadow on this one,” said Midnight. “He could just say that, and even if we did the job, he could just deny it.”

      Lacey held up a hand. “I realize his preference for handling this issue sounds far from ordinary. But I assure you, he wants this situation rectified, and he is not a distrustful man. He will pay any debt necessary if this place is returned to its rightful condition.”

      “How would you know we cleared the house of whatever’s here?” I asked. “Instead of Midnight’s crew?”

      “Since Mr. Hazard began hiring investigators to visit this place,” Lacey said, “no one has lasted an entire weekend. And no investigator had called me claiming they had completed the job. Most texted me within eight hours to say they were leaving. A couple hung around for twelve hours. But overall, every time I returned with my colleagues, we found the mansion empty of human presence.”

      Lacey stepped into threshold as though to avoid answering any further questions, but then she stopped, turned, and glanced around at the upper floors. “Best of luck.” Then she whirled around, exited the building, and slammed the door behind her. “
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      “Lacey hasn’t invited anyone like us before,” Midnight murmured to himself. “We’ll win. Guaranteed.”

      Dylan’s eyebrows lifted with amusement, and he looked my way with the stirrings of a smile tugging at the corners of his lips.

      Don’t look at the cute guy. You have more important matters to attend to. Like doing some ghostbusting so you could get a few hundred thousand smackers for two days of work.

      I’d expected to feel the stifling sensation in the mansion to ebb and flow as we tracked from one floor to the next, if we encountered spirits in any given room but not in others. Unfortunately, the same oppressive, foreboding ambiance that cloaked the entrance existed in every corner of the mansion. Eloise had explained that many ghosts give off stronger energy patterns in specific spots in any given building, but when I questioned her about this, she remained silent, contemplative.

      I stayed quiet because I hoped to pick up vibes from every location in the house, so I might be able to determine if there were any areas that had a greater capacity for darkness than others. If anything, I’d know which places to avoid.

      Then again, we’d already established that ghosts could pass through walls. It meant no place was safe.

      Midnight swung his neck my way and closed the distance between us with surprising speed. He blew a pocket of air through his lips and frowned, disgusted by my presence. “Don’t get in our way, Jocelyn.” He set his attention on Eloise and Nona. “Same for you. I don’t care if you’re tight with the supernatural. We’re getting this bust, got it?”

      Dylan chuckled and shook his head. “What’re you so worried about? You’re supposed to be this stud paranormal investigator who doesn’t believe in psychics and mediums. You’ll get rid of this ghost or whatever it is in a couple hours from now, right? We’ll grab our ten grand and be on our way. So dial down the hostility.”

      Had I heard right? Why had Dylan thought their team was only entitled to thirty-thousand dollars? Granted, I didn’t know anything about Midnight or Shadow, but based on their resentment, I suspected that the duo hadn’t been honest with Dylan about the prize money. I took in a breath, ready to correct Dylan.

      Midnight pointed an index finger in my direction. “I’m not fucking around.” Breathing heavy, gripped by so much anger his jowls trembled, he still had a hint of a smile, making it seem like he took carnal delight in putting me in my place. “We got a show to produce, and I don’t want you fucking with our shit.” He held my stare for a long beat and notched an eyebrow as a nefarious grin lingered on his thin lips. “Got it?”

      “You bet!” I wished I knew why he hated me so much. No one liked having enemies, but it made me feel on edge when I didn’t know why they detested me.

      “Then we’ll move on,” I said. His sweet yet bitter breath, a mixture of chocolate and coconut, tapped my cheek. I recognized that scent: Almond Joy candy bars. An image popped into my mind of a thin boy with bad acne I’d had an unpleasant run-in with during freshman year of high school. But many people ate Almond Joy candy. I tried to recall his name, but I kept coming up blank. Nevertheless, this man would put him roughly the same age as if he’d been that boy from so long ago.

      On the other hand, this man tripled the teenager’s weight, and for that reason, I couldn’t find any likeness to the image of the kid that had popped into my head. In addition, Midnight spoke in a harsh manner, whereas the boy looked painfully shy at all times. He rarely spoke and always seemed to hide in the background.

      I stepped away from Midnight, but I held his gaze to let him know that he didn’t frighten me.

      He twirled around, headed for the staircase, and waved an arm for his team members to follow him. “Get out your equipment and let’s check this place out.”

      Shadow hurried after him and pulled out some equipment from his backpack.

      Dylan looked after them with disgust. He veered towards me, all the while maintaining his gaze on his partners. “Why does he hate you so much?”

      “Beats me.”

      “Are you sure?” asked Eloise. “It seems personal. He hasn’t said anything to me or Nona.”

      In my mind, I again focused on Midnight’s image and once more compared it to the young teenager that I’d met under humiliating circumstances. Even though I couldn’t see a resemblance, my mind was subconsciously pointing him out. What was his name?

      “Or,” Eloise said. “Maybe it’s because he thinks you’re cute.”

      “You’re all cute,” said Dylan. Then he turned to Nona and winked at her. “Especially—”

      “Young man,” said Nona in a matter of fact tone. “Don’t tempt me.” She winked at him.

      Eloise gave a curt shake of her head. “Nona’s way too much woman for you. She may be ninety-five, but she hits the free weights a few times a week in a big way.” She looked him up and down with a disapproving stare. “She’d whip you in arm wrestling. Did you know she—”

      “Wrestles alligators?” Nona finished with an incredulous look. “Some days, I feel like I’m barely strong enough to get up off the couch. Child, this is no time for jokes.”

      “Correction,” I said. “Wherever danger lurks, there is always time for jokes.” I preferred it that way. Otherwise, I’d probably succumb to fear and freeze up. Like Eloise, I regarded humor as a necessity when confronting dark forces.

      “You’re just misdirecting your feelings,” Eloise told to Dylan and nodded my way.

      “Whoa!” I said, cutting her off because I inferred my friend was hinting about romance. “Let’s not get off track.” I told myself that, but of course, my mind reverted to that exact thought. Why? Because it was a safe topic. Not dark and potentially unrelenting like whatever lived in this house. A part of me begged for the possibility of romance to cut through the trepidation that clenched my shoulders. So I welcomed some light flirting. That is if Dylan had any interest in me.

      Even if he’d been intrigued, I had very little experience with flirting, so I didn’t want to get in over my head. My only relationship, a three-month mistake that I took more seriously than my partner had, probably because he was a master at withholding his feelings and the truth, had resulted in plenty of mystery, punctuated by infrequent, private meetings that imploded when I needed him most. Lessons learned? Honesty, sincerity, and loyalty topped the list of characteristics I now sought whenever I intended to get back out there again.

      “Oh, so you read minds?” Dylan asked Eloise, the tips of his lips perking upwards, obviously entertained by the idea. “Can you read the mind of a ghost? If so, where is it, and what’s it thinking? Oh, and what’s it afraid of so we can get rid of it?”

      “Hey, cameraman!” shouted Midnight from the top of the staircase. “Let’s go. We’re burning daylight.”

      “Only its dark out,” Eloise called up to him. “Maybe you meant you’re burning the midnight oil?”

      “Huh?” he asked, scratching his chin, puzzled. “It’s not midnight.” Then the querulous look vanished from his face, replaced by irritation as he realized she was messing with him. His eyes burned with fury. Ever so slowly, he slid his gaze to Dylan’s. “Because you were late, we’ll need to film our intro later. Right now, we’ve got to get things going, so get up here!”

      “It might not be a good idea to get on his bad side,” I told Eloise.

      “I agree.” Dylan turned to me. “But I don’t like the way he’s treating you.”

      After he turned away from Eloise and Nona, Dylan veered closer to me. “So this Midnight guy – I can’t believe he’s got followers with a name like that, but whatever – he hit me up for this gig about five hours ago, so I know practically nothing about him or this show he does. What can you tell me about him?”

      Nona cleared her throat. “Midnight is a quite the character, I’ll give him that. He’s misogynistic and more than a little perverted. He’s impatient, full of himself, and he has a volatile temper. Although he is far from politically correct and he doesn’t believe in equal treatment between genders, I quite enjoy his show.”

      “With a charming personality like that,” I said, “I’d never miss an episode!”

      Eloise and I traded exasperated expressions. I had no idea Nona knew anything about him, not to mention that she watched supernatural-themed reality shows. And considering his negative qualities, I was surprised to hear she actually liked the product he put out on the internet. What redeeming characteristics had hooked her to watch him online?

      “But I sense that he’s been mistreated,” Nona continued, looking crestfallen. “For those reasons, he is a fascinating character.”

      “But he’s real,” Dylan said. “Not a character on TV.”

      “Many of us are guilty of showing the world the person we want to be, instead of the person we are.”

      Rather than concentrate on why Midnight would want to reveal that persona to others, I contemplated the deep meaning Nona applied to humanity.

      “I can’t believe you watch that stuff,” said Eloise, her mouth ajar.

      Nona grinned, obviously taking her protégé’s astonishment as a compliment. “I assure you, it’s plenty entertaining. He serves as the narrator and editor of each episode, while his sidekick, Shadow, serves as the producer and he normally handles the equipment and investigates everything from a technical standpoint.” She turned to Dylan. “Midnight had an argument with their last cameraman, and he fired the man. I was shocked that footage wasn’t left on the cutting room floor. It added to the allure of the show, the idea that anything could happen, that he and Shadow weren’t trying to avoid controversy. He’s unpredictable, and he holds grudges.” Her eyes beamed with intrigue.

      Once more, the thought of that teenage boy turning into someone like Midnight was a strong possibility. After all, the timidity he’d shown a decade ago could have resulted from the mistreatment Nona had mentioned. But since I knew very little about that kid, I couldn’t assume he’d grown up to become Midnight.

      “But as Dylan suggested,” Nona said, “I recommend that you stay out of Midnight’s way. He’s obsessive and prone to outbursts that resemble a toddler’s temper tantrums.”

      “Avoid the man-baby,” I said. “Got it!” I looked to Dylan, prepared to tell him about the one million dollars in prize winnings for whoever rid the supernatural element from this mansion, but he’d already begun his ascent up the staircase.

      “Well,” said Nona with a grim overtone. “Let it begin.”

      I hated the idea of an apparition watching our every move, but I kept those feelings to myself. Then again, as an empath, Eloise knew what I felt. Although I considered her a friend, I still found it disconcerting that she could read my feelings so easily. Yet, we’d faced a demon, which extended to revealing my secrets, ones we’d never spoken of, secrets I’d hoped she’d never tell others, secrets that I didn’t want to think about again.

      “All right,” I said. “Now what?”

      “Now we find the ghosts,” said Eloise, bypassing the steps and heading toward the corridor straight ahead.

      “Wait,” I said, catching her by the forearm. “Ghosts? Plural?”

      “Of course. One ghost can’t riddle this place with so much dread. It has to be multiple entities.”

      I spun towards Nona, but she analyzed the room in a curious yet distracted manner. Maybe she decided to let Eloise take over this portion of the conversation to test her and see if her apprentice identified any inconsistencies with what Nona had detected.

      My stomach tightened. My pulse thrummed. “What about cleansing this place? You use sage for that, right?”

      Nona walked past us, grabbed hold of the banister, and began trudging up the steps Midnight and his crew took upstairs to the second floor before vanishing from sight.

      “This place is way too big for that,” Eloise said.

      For Nona’s sake, I wished the elevator was safe to use. Lacey had stated that the Hazards had installed one during the Great Depression, but she didn’t know the last time it had been serviced or inspected.

      “Nona, wouldn’t it be better if you stay down here and let me and Eloise go upstairs?” After all, she’d fallen asleep while standing in place earlier. What if this effort sapped her energy and she nodded off again when we needed her most? That prospect, especially after seeing her look around the house with an unsettled expression, worried me.

      “Are you saying I shouldn’t do cardio?” asked Nona, taking her time as she turned to glare at me. “That countless exercise magazines are wrong? That my physician is wrong? That my trainer at the gym is wrong? That I’ve been wasting my time, my energy, and my money? Is that what you’re saying?”

      Whoa! I’d never seen her look so angry before. She really worked out at the gym? Eloise hadn’t made that up? “Um, no.”

      Nona replaced her hard stare with a well-intentioned grin. Her chuckle was soft and airy. She swiveled around and continued up the steps, shaking her head while laughing at my expense.

      Although taken aback at first, I would have originally found her sense of humor refreshing. But in this instance, I couldn’t look past the diversionary tactic because Eloise and I appreciated sarcasm. Did it have anything to do with the blood I may have seen on her lips after her coughing fit? Was she covering something up? Something she didn’t want us to know? I didn’t want to dwell on that, so I went to carry up the rear and ensure that she didn’t hurt or overburden herself.

      “Don’t follow me, child,” Nona said without looking my way. “Eloise needs your help more than I do.”

      “But we can’t just leave you.”

      “You can and you will. Even if you combined your ages, I still have more experience with the supernatural than you’ve lived on this planet. I’ll be fine. You two see what you can find downstairs.”

      I didn’t want to disobey her, but I couldn’t leave her until she reached the second floor, so I stayed at the bottom of the steps until Nona made it to the landing. She placed a hand to her lower spine and rotated her back to work out the kinks.

      “Child?” she said without even turning around. “Please assist Eloise.”

      Shocked by her uncanny ability to sense me watching after her, I scuttled away from the steps and veered to the right to join Eloise.

      A moment later, she screamed.
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      I skidded to a stop beside the island in the kitchen. “What happened?” I couldn’t find Eloise anywhere. “Where are you?”

      “Over here,” she said from the floor beyond the island. “I slipped and fell.”

      That didn’t seem so odd, considering the floor was waxy underneath a layer of dust. I spotted her clawing at her chest, face, and hair with alarming speed. I hurried over to make sure she didn’t break any bones or tweak any muscles.

      “Did you see any ghost activity?” I asked.

      “Worse! I saw a spider. A thick, black, hairy one. I walked right into its web.” She surveyed her clothes while squiggling around in place. “Is it on me? Where is it? Do you see it?” She scrambled to her feet, patting her arms, legs, chest, and stomach.

      “It’s not on you,” I said, glad to find that Eloise hadn’t encountered a ghost. But it would happen sooner or later, and as much as I didn’t want to confront one, it might help me get over my jitters when it finally occurred. Seeing that Eloise hopped to her feet without cringing, I presumed she hadn’t injured herself, so I relaxed a little.

      The kitchen light went out.

      “Hey!” I said, my heartbeat now galloping in my chest. “Did you do that?”

      “I’m nowhere near the light.”

      “Then who did?” When she didn’t respond, I remained in place. “Eloise?”

      “Shhh.”

      I did as requested and listened for something, anything that she might be straining to hear. I envisioned Midnight by the light switch, tittering and covering his mouth to keep the sound from traveling. The childishness of that action seemed like something he’d enjoy, from the little I knew about him, but I didn’t hear the slightest bit of movement or an attempt to stifle his laughter. Besides, with only Eloise and myself on this floor, I rejected the notion that Midnight or anyone from upstairs had returned to the first floor so quickly.

      Lights didn’t turn off on their own. That meant a ghost had joined us. Or maybe even a whole bunch of them. As if to underscore that possibility, the hair on my arms lifted.

      I stayed as quiet as possible, unwilling to announce my presence to any potential spirits in the kitchen with us. Not that my silence would catch a ghost by surprise. They would surely spot me before I noticed them.

      Maybe a fuse had blown. Or a transformer went bad. Otherwise, the wind gusts outside couldn’t have gone past twenty miles per hour, which weren’t strong enough to disable electrical power lines.

      I prayed that the entity Eloise had considered powerful and dangerous hadn’t joined us. “Eloise?” I asked, my nerves making my tone quiver.

      “Quiet!” she said. “Relax.”

      She seemed in complete control, but I couldn’t make that same claim. If one or more ghosts had entered the kitchen, where they still in the vicinity? What did they want? What did they plan to do?

      The air around me thickened and tightened. It seemed electrified.

      The last time I’d experienced that sort of physical reaction occurred when I’d tussled with a demon. Comparisons to that predicament and the harrowing journey it led me on now made it impossible for me to move. My breath hitched in my throat.

      I glanced around, hoping my eyes would adjust to the darkness, but no matter how much I concentrated on looking for something in the darkness, the further away that eventuality became. Dots of perspiration formed on my brow. I somehow snatched another breath.

      A slight chill swept past my neck, making my shoulders stiffen. I commanded my muscles to move, but they refused to budge. Helpless, I stood in place, my legs quaking. I wanted to crane my neck left and right, but it wouldn’t move. I scanned the gloom, praying my eyes would soon adjust to the dark.

      From behind me, a puff of stale cigarette smoke drifted to my nose. Neither Eloise nor I smoked. No one in the entryway had lit up or given the impression that they smoked before heading upstairs, providing mounting evidence that an apparition had joined us.

      “Eloise?” I barely managed to squeeze her name past my teeth. “Ghost!”

      Straight ahead, a beam of light cut through the darkness. A flashlight. Eloise must have grabbed it from her backpack and turned it on.

      The chill evaporated. So did the smoke.

      The flashlight zipped around the kitchen. A second later, the overhead lights flicked back on.

      The brilliance blinded me. I flinched and blinked to offset the unexpected radiance. Now with illumination splayed out before me and without the cool, compressed air around me, I found it easier to move. I bolted toward my friend.

      “It was a ghost!” I said, still irritated that she’d shushed me.

      Eloise, a determined stare on her face, brushed right past me. She stood in the threshold, looking left and right. With nothing that satisfied her curiosity, she whirled back toward the kitchen. “Did you feel which direction the cool air went? That’ll tell us where it went and from there, we can—”

      “Why didn’t you help me? It was right behind me. It could have—”

      “I’m sorry about that. I was trying to get a reading on the ghost, but you were so terrified that you blocked out the ghost's emotions. Either that or it was trying to hide its emotions and identity from me. But still, I should have given you a rundown of what to expect when confronted by a ghost. That’s on me.”

      Although irritated, I understood why Eloise hadn’t spoken with me about that earlier. When I’d arrived, she’d mentioned having difficulty trying to distinguish the heated emotions of more than one person or spirit at the same time while in close proximity to her, but I’d been too freaked out to calm down. After all, until a moment ago, I’d never come into contact with a ghost.

      “That’s okay,” I said. “How should I handle things if a spirit manifests?”

      “Try to relax. If you do, I’ll be able to figure out where the ghost is. I’ll then be able to find out what it’s feeling, which could help me find out why it’s here.”

      “Oh.” Put that way, I realized that I’d mucked things up in a big way. Much of my aggravation morphed into shame. Without knowing it, I’d sabotaged the reason we visited this mansion. “Sorry about that.”

      Eloise came up beside me and slung an arm around my back, forcing me toward her. “Both of us could have handled things better.” She let me go and continued to check out the area. “Did it attack you?”

      My shoulders sagged forward, and I had a tough time wrapping my head around what had just occurred. “No.” With the exception of the cool air against my neck, I hadn’t felt even the slightest touch. So why was I so jacked up? Because something I couldn’t see or touch had violated my personal space, leaving me defenseless…if it had decided to assault me.

      “It didn’t hurt you,” said Eloise. “You know why? Ghosts aren’t corporeal. They’re made of energy, so they can’t hit you or pick up a chair and throw it at you.”

      “I know there’s a lot of fake stuff going on in horror movies, but some of its true, right? Like a ghost that starts rocking in a chair. They can also push things across the dinner table, can’t they?”

      “Seeing a rocking chair move? Watching a bottle of ketchup sling across the table?” Eloise pretended to tremble. “You’re right: that’s some terrifying stuff!”

      “All right, I get that you’re trying to help me laugh things off and chill out, but you said something in this house was powerful and dangerous. Can you blame me for freaking out?”

      “You clashed with a demon. An evil entity with super strength and an encyclopedia of knowledge about our sins, all the while locked inside a helpless human. They’re way more powerful than ghosts.”

      As she stated, this encounter was nothing like enduring a demonic attack. That had been way more intense, but in that instance, at least I knew that I faced an entity. “I can’t fight what I can’t see.”

      “You’re right. Okay, for a ghost to attack a person, it needs a tremendous amount of energy. It gets that from anyplace it can like batteries or anything that runs off of electrical power. But as with demons, its best and quickest power base comes from draining humans of their life source. The more energy you give off, the more it’ll take, and the stronger it will become.”

      “But it wasn’t behind me for long. If it wanted energy, wouldn’t it have stayed longer?”

      “Maybe it couldn’t.”

      I shook my head, puzzled.

      “When it came, did you suddenly feel any different?”

      “You mean other than the soul-shattering fear?”

      “I meant did you your emotions fluctuate really quickly? For instance, did you feel angry one moment and then deep sorrow the next?”

      “No. Just the type of fear that made my teeth rattle.”

      “Your teeth rattled?” Eloise asked, her eyebrows darting upwards.

      “No,” I repeated. “This isn’t Scooby-Doo. My teeth didn’t rattle.” But they almost did. “Why do you ask?”

      “Just like demons, ghosts often give off strong emotions, and depending on the strength of those feelings, they can sometimes bleed into our own emotional makeup and influence us.”

      That never occurred to me, but it made sense. Nevertheless, the information didn’t lessen my trepidation in the least. “So whatever the ghost feels, it might rub off on me, and I’ll act that same way?”

      “Yes, but if you know ahead of time that you’re near ghosts, and you’re aware of that side effect, you could try to prevent it from happening.”

      The critical word she’d spoken: try. If anything, Eloise’s explanation increased my fears. “That still doesn’t explain why it didn’t try to steal my energy.”

      “It may not have done so for a couple reasons,” she said. “First, it may have been a residual haunting.” Seeing my confusion, she continued, “They are short bursts of intense energy that etches into a specific location.”

      “So the ghost stays in the same place and doesn’t move?”

      “No, it’s not a ghost. It’s just energy. Sort of like a memory playing over and over in the same spot until the energy disperses over time and then it stops. But what we’re dealing with isn’t a residual haunting. I had a feeling something was leading me to the kitchen. But it wasn’t what I felt the first time I stepped into this house.”

      “How many ghosts do you think are here?”

      She paused for a long moment. She wouldn’t meet my eyes.

      I stiffened at her unwillingness to share what she sensed. “It can’t be that bad,” I said, hoping that was true, although I suspected Eloise might say otherwise.

      “More than two.”

      I swallowed to get moisture into my mouth. “So that means…three?”

      Eloise finally locked eyes with me. “More.”

      This time, I shut up, not because I didn’t want to jinx things, but because the hair-raising expression on my friend’s face told me that the number was quite a bit higher than three. For that reason, I didn’t want to press for the truth. Whatever amount called this place home would be higher than I’d have preferred.

      I staggered in place, feeling dizzy for a moment. I placed my hands onto the island counter to steady myself. That would explain why so many investigators left without ridding the place of ghosts. When I felt certain I could move without a bout of lightheadedness, I traveled around the kitchen, edging past a few charred logs in a fireplace and brushing aside a turquoise curtain that led to French doors and the spacious deck in the backyard.

      “What’re you doing?” Eloise asked.

      “Looking for cold spots. Energized air. Anything that might tell us a ghost is nearby.”

      “The ghost is gone.”

      “You said there were multiple spirits.”

      “The weakest one was down here, so Nona and I decided that we should stay downstairs to deal with it, while she went upstairs to take care of…what’s up there.”

      “When did all this happen? I didn’t hear either of you say a word about any of that.”

      “Hand signals. You know, like they do in war movies. When it comes to the paranormal, I like to think we’re the equivalent of the Marines.”

      Since I was part of their crew, I didn’t like being left out, especially because I was over my head when it came to ghosts. Then again, I hoped this would be a one-and-done deal, so I wasn’t upset. To get off the subject, I said, “Where’s your night vision goggles? Or your—”

      “Thanks for busting up my dreams of top secret, late-night operations to take down the forces of evil.”

      “But you said this ghost wasn’t evil.”

      “I don’t know if it has bad intentions, but I can’t be certain until we encounter it again. So next time, take it easy. If something seems dangerous, I’ll definitely let you know.”

      “Okay.” Now that I’d gotten most of my questions answered, I followed her out of the kitchen. “So we’ve got one ghost down here.”

      “If we’re lucky.”

      “I wouldn’t consider that lucky. I’m not nuts: no ghosts are better than one. I just meant we’d be lucky to only have two here.” Eloise headed toward the staircase and jerked a thumb in that direction.

      I started toward the staircase with way more pep due to anxiety than to go upstairs in search of more spirits. Just thinking about it made the moisture evaporate from my mouth again, and I lost half a step while Eloise started up the staircase, only to have her look down at me with a querulous expression. I shut my mouth, wondering how much time had passed since Lacey left the mansion because it felt like an eternity.

      My nerves clinched on me and compelled my legs to stop ascending the stairs. I just watched Eloise continuing to climb, hoping to gain some willpower at the sight of her moving without any misgiving.

      It didn’t happen. My breathing quickened.

      “Well?” Eloise asked, climbing up the steps while looking down at me. “Coming?”

      I looked at the front door. Perspiration broke out across my palms. I could walk fifty feet and leave this place behind. No ghosts. No Midnight and Shadow.

      But you could also forget about an extra three-hundred grand in your bank account!

      “Yeah, I’m coming.” I lifted one foot from the ground, which felt like a ten-pound weight was attached to my ankle, and placed it onto the staircase.

      Then I heard voices engaged in a heated argument upstairs, and I shot up the stairs.
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      I bolted after Eloise who took two steps at a time with ease and came up behind her a few seconds after she’d reached the second level. The quick response to the unexpected squabble had me catching my breath. The distraction offset a good portion of the nervousness that stuck with me after the situation with the ghost in the kitchen.

      This floor featured ashen-colored walls and the same mounted sconces as downstairs, but these lights were even dimmer. There were no windows and every door was closed, which could have contributed to that fact, but I suspected old or faulty wiring could have been the culprit, since adding higher watt light bulbs would have been an otherwise quick fix. Then another possibility entered my mind: ghosts may have been draining the energy from the lights.

      A quick shudder rippled through me. Any of those possibilities may have been correct. And while I suspected the supernatural may have been at work, I purposely pushed those thoughts aside. Contemplating matters I couldn’t prove wouldn’t help the predicament we faced. It would only continue to ramp up my fear, which would only have negative consequences for the task at hand, so I set my attention on the scene unfolding before me.

      Up ahead, Midnight lunged toward Nona.

      Dylan, removing the camera from his left eye, flipped it to Shadow, who juggled it for a second before lifting it to his face to record the altercation. “Hey!” Dylan shouted, jumping in front of Nona and extending an arm to keep Midnight from getting in her face. “Knock it off.”

      I swooped up next to Nona on the left since Eloise had already taken up the spot to her right. “What the hell, Midnight?” The anger in my voice didn’t surprise me, given that a young man threatened an elderly woman.

      Nona directed a finger at Midnight, who tried to squiggle past Dylan, but the latter shifted his weight in every pocket of space Midnight attempted to slip into.

      “What are you going to do?” asked Dylan. “Beat up an older…”

      “You saw what happened,” Midnight shouted, spittle coming from his lips. “She stole our ghost.” His face, red from such a passionate display of excitement, shook with anger. He moved from left to right, his T-shirt lifting from the constant jostling, revealing rolls of fat along his waist that jounced in all directions.

      “That was our bust,” Midnight said. “And you stole it.”

      Nona stood in place, completely composed and tapping an index finger against her lower lip. She craned her neck in Shadow’s direction.

      Shadow stood off to the side, one eye behind his camcorder, the other squinting at her.

      “And how does one steal a ghost?” she asked the camera, not Shadow, since appealing to the viewers – if this event made the final cut – would expose Midnight’s unhinged behavior.

      Shadow grinned, probably picking up on how this tension-filled display would aid their episode, swung the camera back to Midnight, and pressed his lips together, making it clear he had no interest in making his opinion public knowledge.

      Midnight finally spotted the camcorder. Fury sparked in his eyes. He stopped attempting to bypass Dylan and reach Nona. Instead, he rushed his friend, shoved him against the cement wall, and ripped the camera from his hand. “Why’re you filming this? Huh?”

      “To document—”

      “Bullshit. You want to take my place.” He pointed a finger in Shadow’s face. “Yeah, I’ve seen you watching from behind the camera with that tiny little smirk.” He jabbed the finger into Shadow’s chest. “Do not fuck with me. You understand?” He shoved his own shirt down, and then threaded his fingers, interlocking his hands. Gasping, perspiration breaking out across his face, Midnight managed to regain some semblance of control as he stayed in place.

      His treacherous behavior made me tighten my hands into fists. Then I recalled Eloise’s words only moments ago about spirits affecting human behavior. This time, standing beside both Nona and Eloise, I didn’t have as much to fear as I had while in the dark downstairs cut off from a source of light.

      I analyzed the area, hoping to catch sight of a ghost. “Do you think that a ghost is here? And maybe it’s manipulating Midnight’s emotions?” When no one responded, I finally looked at Nona.

      “You’re learning,” Nona said with a smile of approval. “Yes, there is a spirit influencing Midnight’s temperament.”

      A chill whipped past me with such force that a few strands of hair on the top of my head wavered. A surge of fright rose inside me, but I didn’t want to disrupt any emotions Eloise might read from whatever had just slipped by, so I tamped down on my feelings.

      “Another ghost?” asked Midnight in a more reasonable tone than the enraged one he’d used only moments ago. The rage that had contorted his expression had vanished, and the tension in his shoulders had slumped as well.

      “It seems,” Nona told him, “you’re quite susceptible to spiritual energy. Has that ever happened before?”

      “No,” he said, looking stunned. “Never.”

      “It happened to me downstairs,” I said, unable to go back on my word of trying to identify with him. It didn’t bother me though. It’s not every day that a ghost affects your perspective.

      Midnight ignored me.

      Dylan lowered his arm and went over to Shadow to retrieve his camera.

      “Now then,” Nona continued, “you were upset with me for dispersing the entity from this house. That explains why the ghost affected you to such a great degree. Its anger fused with yours, and it heightened your feelings. If you hope to avoid another incident, you’ll need to do a better job of controlling your impulses.”

      Midnight looked everywhere but at Nona. His cheeks turned deep red.

      “By the way,” she said. “I’ve been watching your channel from day one. I’m a big fan of your show.”

      “You?” asked Midnight, lifting his head. A big grin appeared, and he leaned over as if eager to hear more compliments.

      “Yes, even great-grandmother’s watch you, Midnight. We both know that Shadow has no interest in taking your place. He’s probably the most loyal, supportive partner you’ll ever have. I realize a lot of money is on the line, but friends are hard to come by. Don’t let the possibility of a big payday distract you from what’s most important in life: those we spend most of our lives with.”

      Nona turned to me. “It seems you and Dylan may be the two level-headed people here without any expertise when it comes to the spirit world.” She directed her attention to Midnight. “I propose that they take some time to put some safety measures in place to ensure that another altercation like this doesn’t come about. Agreed?”

      Midnight wiped the sweat from his face. “Yeah. Okay. That makes sense.”

      “Wonderful.” Nona placed a hand to Eloise’s back and led her down the hallway to the left. “I heard you scream downstairs. Are you all right?”

      Eloise nodded but turned to her. “I just tripped. I’m fine. How are you? What happened?”

      Midnight walked over to Dylan and Shadow, but his head hung low and he had difficulty looking into Shadow’s eyes. “I’m sorry,” he said in a barely audible tone, evoking sincerity. “You more than anyone knows I need to work on my anger issues.” A silence stretched for quite some time, and when it appeared no one would break it, Midnight met his friend’s gaze. “Forgive me?”

      Tears stood in Shadow’s eyes. “Yeah.” He put an arm around Midnight’s shoulders and led him off to the right. “Of course, I will.”

      I was startled by Shadow’s impassioned response. Granted, I didn’t know the first thing about their relationship, but he’d worn such a cunning expression when he’d looked my way one moment, so to see him on the other end of the spectrum emotionally, I didn’t know what to think about him or his relationship with his partner.

      “What?” Dylan asked, obviously reading my expression.

      “We encountered a ghost downstairs.”

      “Go on.”

      “Nothing happened. It just scrambled my brain. I didn’t notice it until it was behind me.” I tried not to shiver. It didn’t work. “Did you sense the ghost that Nona said just left us?”

      “Not this time. As for Midnight, that man is seriously unstable.”

      Even if Midnight had been swayed by the paranormal, I couldn’t argue with the validity of Dylan’s comment. “What do you mean by ‘not this time’?”

      When both duos were out of earshot, Dylan set hooded eyes on me. “While I was recording, I spotted something on Shadow’s equipment, and then it just vanished.” He sent a hand through his short brown hair, making it a little messier than a moment ago as he stared at the ground. “I still can’t believe I was seeing a ghost. On the screen it was green, but when I turned away to look at it without the equipment, I didn’t see a thing. I don’t know anything about spirits, so to see that was…” He fumbled for words and couldn’t find any to properly express himself.

      Up until this moment, based on how his clothes fit perfectly for his frame and how even a gust of wind wouldn’t have ruffled even a strand of hair, I got the impression that Dylan spent a lot of time giving strangers the idea that he had his life together. All told, I liked seeing the exasperated look on his face and the disorderly way a thatch of his hair poked into the air. He seemed more approachable, more relatable.

      “And then?” I said to get Dylan back on track.

      His bewildered expression disappeared. “Midnight guesses it must have gone through the wall, so he gets out the key Lacey gave him, bursts through the door, and when I go up behind him, I see this figure just floating in the middle of an empty room.”

      “Did it look like a man or a woman?”

      “It didn’t look so angular, but it was still small, so I’d say a girl? Not a teenager, that’s for sure. Anyway, it was just hovering there in the middle of the room, and Midnight went over to it, talking in this really calm way, asking it questions, stuff like: ‘Do you live here?’ ‘Are you lost?’ and that sort of thing.”

      “Did it try talking?”

      “Nope. On the screen, it whooshes right past him, and this rush of chilly air cuts right through us. Then it goes back into the hall, so we run out there, and I’m still recording but watching this thing through Shadow’s equipment, and it just went tearing down the hallway until Nona steps out of one of the rooms. That’s when it stops. Only for a few seconds though, because then it just races through the air and stops right in front of her at the other end of this hallway. We hung back, shocked that it moved so fast, that it went right over to Nona.”

      “And then?” I asked, pulled in by the rush in his voice.

      “Midnight tells us not to rush it because he doesn’t want to scare it. We’re making our way towards it slowly, and all the while Nona is gesturing toward the ghost and nodding her head and all that, probably talking to it.” The thrill in his voice lowered a notch as confusion settled across his face. “That was weird. I thought ghosts can’t talk. Anyway, it seems that Nona is the real thing.” He chuckled to himself. “She can really see ghosts and talk to them, and we’ve actually got a real ghost-thing going on here.” He shook off his amazement. “Anyway, we pick up the pace, and when we’re maybe twenty feet away from them, the ghost just vanishes.”

      “Well, Nona’s a professional, so she showed that ghost the door. Did you get a sense that it was powerful or dangerous?”

      “No. I felt like someone was removing the oxygen from the cold air around it, but other than that, I couldn’t tell you anything more about it. Strange though, considering another ghost visited afterward and I couldn’t tell it was nearby.”

      “All done with your pow-wow?” Midnight shouted from the other end of the hallway.

      “No,” said Dylan. “We haven’t agreed on anything yet. What do you say we take the left side of the house, and they take the right?”

      “No.”

      “But Nona said—”

      “I’m your boss. Not her. Get over here. We’ve got work to do.”

      Dylan turned to me. “Guess that settles things.” He started over to Midnight, who glared at me with a hate-filled expression before retreating into a room.

      I wanted to thank Dylan for the update. More importantly, now that he’d ended his mesmerizing tale, I needed to tell him that his partners weren’t being honest with him. “Before you go, I wanted to—”

      He spun around. “I’d love to chat, but boss-man awaits. Raincheck?”

      “Sure.”

      He nodded, turned, and jogged to the other end of the hall before disappearing into the room Midnight and Shadow now inhabited.

      I faced Nona and Eloise, but they had also stepped into a room at the far end of the hall, only on the opposite end of the corridor. I didn’t like being out in the open where a ghost could confront me, so I hurried over to them and found them standing on an elaborate Asian carpet that stretched the length of the library.

      With opposing walls devoted to bookcases stuffed with vintage books that had overly drab and ornate spines, the room featured a fireplace and large plate glass windows that overlooked the front yard. A quartet of scarlet leather chairs was arranged in the middle of the room and separated by a rectangular chestnut table.

      Eloise gravitated to the bookcase on the right. She removed a book, opened it, stuck her face between the covers, and inhaled deeply. Then she let out a satisfied sigh. “Some people like the smell of cookies when they walk into the house after a long day of work, but I’ll take this any day.”

      “Agreed,” I said. “Nothing says ‘welcome home’ like the scent of old, musty books.” I found an outlet, extracted a cable from the backpack, and hooked it up to my phone before plugging the cord into the wall socket to charge my cell phone. It had to be as fully charged as possible, not out of necessity since I couldn’t use it, but out of habit.

      Eloise snapped the book shut and extended it towards Nona. “This is what home should smell like. Right?”

      “I disagree.” Nona cackled and phlegm rattled in her throat. “Nothing beats the sweet aroma of dirty diapers.” She tried not to smile, but it didn’t work.

      Eloise giggled and found a leather sofa of a design similar to the armchairs by the fireplace. “I’m claiming this as my bedroom.”

      “You claim everything.” I presumed she felt comfortable being surrounded by books, but to sleep in this room without a bed? She must really love books. “All right, fine. It’s yours. I’m just putting this out there right now: if Chris Hemsworth just happens to visit our town, he’s all mine.”

      “Are you referring to Thor?” asked Nona with an approving gleam in her eye. “The gentleman from the Marvel movies?”

      “That’s the one,” I said, appreciating that Nona was classy enough to use the term ‘gentleman’ when referring to Hemsworth.

      She tsked a few times. “I’m sorry, Jocelyn, but Eloise called dibs.”

      “Unbelievable.” I threw up my hands in defeat. “So, Nona, I heard from Dylan that you vanquished a spirit. What can you tell us about that?”

      “It was a child,” she said with downcast eyes that lost their luminous shine from mere seconds ago, now replaced with disillusionment. “No more than eleven-years-old. She was murdered in that hallway.”

      “How could you tell?” asked Eloise, walking over to join us in the middle of the room beside the chairs. She smacked the pillow and a cloud of dust erupted from the fabric. She waved at it in multiple directions as if a swarm of bees had just mounted an attack.

      Nona raised an eyebrow at one of the chairs, unsure whether she should attempt to sit on it. In the end, she rested her bum on the edge of the pillow.

      Once Eloise had dispelled the dust from the air, she and I sat down. “How did you know the boy or…?”

      “It was a blond girl with pigtails,” said Nona. “She wore a blue sundress etched with images of Winnie the Pooh. The material covering her entire back was colored a deep red. I suspect that someone had caught her from behind and stabbed her multiple times.”

      Eloise and I both scooted back deep into our chairs, dust be damned. My stomach dropped, and I couldn’t remove the look of disgust from my face. How anyone could harm, let alone kill, a harmless child, from behind no less, mystified me. What kind of household had she lived in that someone had murdered her in such a dreadful manner?

      “You see,” Nona said, “those who die tragically, especially children, are often confused by what happened and often need someone to help lead them onwards. In this case, the child was looking for her father.”

      “How long ago did that happen?” I asked. “If no one’s lived in this house for over a decade…”

      “I’m not certain. Sometimes, you can infer a time period from their clothing. Other times, you can estimate based purely by their vernacular. For instance, they may use slang from different eras. Winnie the Pooh has been in the public consciousness for decades, but I’m not certain how many years the character has been merchandised, which would give us a time frame during which she may have lived.”

      My heart ached at knowing a little girl died less than a couple hundred feet from where we sat. “She’s been looking for her father for over a decade?”

      “Time can pass slower or quicker depending on which dimension you’re in,” said Eloise.

      Nona nodded with a grim expression. “I didn’t have much time with her, but I assured her that her father was not here and that she might be in Heaven, so I persuaded her to move on. Upon hearing that news, she was frightened, but when she saw the other investigative team coming her way, and probably noticed that Midnight was angry, she may have gotten scared and left.”

      I couldn’t blame the child. I’d be scared too if three men were running after me, and Midnight was leading the charge. A moment later, I lamented the idea that a ghost could actually be frightened by humans. That possibility hadn’t occurred to me before, and it diluted some of my fear. Not much. Maybe a sliver’s worth.

      “Where did she go?” I asked, looking around as if the child would pop up simply because we’d been talking about her.

      “I’d imagine, she went to Heaven,” Nona said. The tension in her facial muscles relaxed a bit.

      An image formed in my mind of the girl stepping up to Jesus at the gates of Heaven. That soothed me more than I’d thought possible.

      “Luckily,” Eloise said. “I’m a Disney fanatic.”

      “Oh, don’t get her started,” Nona said. “She knows minute details about The Great Mouse Detective.”

      “The Great…?” I asked.

      “Precisely my point, Jocelyn.”

      “It’s a great film,” Eloise said. “Way overlooked. Anyway, I think Disney acquired the rights to merchandise Winnie the Pooh in the 1960s, but don’t quote me on it. So that would mean the girl died at some point in the last several decades.”

      “That really narrows it down, Belle,” I said.

      “Awww.” Eloise’s entire being brightened at the reference. “That’s one heck of a compliment. I’m writing you into my will for that one!”

      “That’s one ghost down,” I said, feeling terrible for regarding the child as a spirit to separate from the mansion. However, I took comfort in knowing that she’d most likely meet God.

      “We had some excitement as well,” Eloise said. “A spirit visited us in the kitchen.”

      “Oh?” Nona scooted further away from the pillow. “What did you find out?”

      “It was a smoker,” I said and shrugged, feeling like I’d sabotaged any effort to learn about the entity and hopefully drive it from the mansion. “That’s it. Eloise said I was so freaked out that I overwhelmed her and ruined any chance to learn anything about it.”

      Nona tilted her head to the side with a compassionate look. “Don’t be so hard on yourself. It was your first encounter with a ghost.” Her tender smile disappeared. “Just don’t let it happen again.”

      Ordinarily, Nona always had a patient tone and demeanor, but this time…

      She gripped both armrests, leaned back, and started laughing. A second later, Eloise joined in.

      “Very funny,” I said, unable to keep a smile from emerging.

      Soon enough though, as her petite yet fragile body shook, Nona’s beguiled expression morphed into one of concern. She took in a breath, but coughing replaced her laughter. This time, her entire frame quaked.

      Eloise shot out of the chair and kneeled before her. “Can I get you anything?”

      Nona turned aside and hacked hard while mucus vibrated against her vocal cords. “Oooh. My apologies.” She patted a hand to her chest, cleared her throat, and took a deep breath. “I appreciate your concern, but I’m fine.”

      I studied her for any symptoms that she might be sick beyond just common old age maladies, such as the blood I thought I’d seen on her lip, but I didn’t see anything suspicious. That alleviated some of my anxiety. I didn’t like seeing such a good person afflicted by illness, especially since Nona had such a fragile body.

      Eloise backpedaled into her chair, but she didn’t remove her gaze from Nona, who acted as if she hadn’t just endured a fit of coughing.

      Since Nona didn’t want to place emphasis on her health, I said, “So far, we’ve identified two ghosts. Can you sense one in this room right now?”

      Nona met my gaze. “No.”

      My tightly-clenched muscles eased up a bit. Until now, I hadn’t even noticed I’d been on guard. Joking around had soothed me a little, but overall I guessed that was a difficult endeavor when inside a haunted house.

      “Ask the question you want to ask,” said Nona.

      “How many other ghosts are here?”

      “A lot.”

      Eloise bolted up from her chair. “You can’t just stop there. How about some specific details?”

      Nona hit her with a hard stare. “After all the training we’ve done since dealing with the demon in Jocelyn’s home, you should know that answer. You vastly underestimate your gifts.” Her voice was inflected with a restlessness that seemed contradictory to her reserved personality. It sounded like a condemnation, rather than a statement of fact.

      Nona set her attention on me once more. “Nice try, but that wasn’t the question you really wanted to ask. Try again.”

      I didn’t need any time to hit upon the question. I’d been thinking about it since I arrived at the mansion. “How should I know if there’s a demon in this place?” The prospect of getting an answer made my chest feel tight, and I had trouble snapping up breaths.

      Nona watched me with deep resolve until either end of her lips dragged into a frown. “I wish I could tell you, but when it comes to detecting the supernatural, each person is set to a different frequency. It’s not something you can learn. It’s innate.”

      Her words overwhelmed me.

      “Open your senses to the environment around you. Don’t just look and listen. Reach out with your feelings. Let the energy speak to you. When you can distinguish between the emotions vibrating around you, try to determine its level of intensity. Each demon and ghost has a different range of confidence, emotions, and power.”

      “Okay.” Having heard some concrete advice, I appreciated knowing that I couldn’t rely on anyone else to learn what had so far eluded me. It would be a tough learning curve, but now that I knew what to expect, I might have an easier time trying to detect the paranormal elements in my proximity.

      I rose to my feet. “I guess I should get started, huh?” I headed toward the door. I had hoped that Eloise would offer to join me, but when I didn’t hear her footsteps behind me, I figured that I’d learn more on my own. Otherwise, I might rely on her too much to help me.

      As I stepped through the doorway and shut the door behind me, a cool breeze hit my face.
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      The air around me felt electrified and drenched in sorrow. Those sensations lifted the hair on the back of my neck. I stood ramrod straight, breathing heavy through my nose, knowing a ghost was nearby, despite being unaware of its exact location. Perspiration formed under my arms, and I tried to swallow past the lump in my throat, but it remained lodged in place.

      Calm down. Don’t let your thoughts wander.  It can’t hurt you.

      The wall-mounted light fixtures near me flickered while those further out continued to emit a faint glow, making it clear that this entity was siphoning electricity. Since it didn’t suck juice from the lights down the rest of the corridor, I was convinced that it didn’t have the capability to do so. Those circumstances told me that the entity wasn’t too powerful, which settled my nerves a little.

      Without moving my head, I looked left and right, up and down, seeking out the entity. I didn’t see any white wisps that might indicate a spirit had joined me. Nor had I heard the slightest disturbance.

      A second later, Nona’s words came to mind:  Reach out with your feelings. Let the energy speak to you.

      I shut my eyes, driving the fractured thoughts out my head. Instead, I concentrated on the energy around me. My chest no longer rose and fell as rapidly as mere moments ago.

      Sadness forged itself inside my mind and I whimpered at the discomfort that soon turned to anguish. Since I’d entered the hallway even-tempered, I knew the ghost nearby had influenced my state of mind, but I didn’t need to allow it to sway my feelings.

      A gust of frosty air lashed against my chest, and my insides chilled for the slightest moment before the sensation and the heightened awareness vanished.

      I didn’t need to scan the perimeter to realize the ghost had left and…entered the library. I whirled around, prepared to enter the room and warn Nona and Eloise.

      A click resounded near the doorknob.

      I grabbed hold of the handle. “Nona! Eloise! There’s a—”

      “Thank you, Jocelyn,” said Nona with more than a hint of approval in her tone. “I’d like Eloise to handle things from here.”

      I released the knob. Even though Nona had seemed proud of my ability to detect the ghost, I was disappointed that she’d prevented me from entering the room to watch Eloise handle matters. Then again, based on Nona’s remark earlier that Eloise’s abilities had proceeded further than she’d realized, I suspected that Nona wanted Eloise to banish the ghost to bolster her confidence. Taken in that context, I understood why she’d want Eloise to deal with the spirit without distractions.

      I pressed my ear to the door and strained to hear anything Nona or Eloise might say, but the room was completely silent. After a minute or so with no sound forthcoming, I stepped away from the door and made my way down the hall, no longer feeling melancholy now that the ghost had left, but still a little sad that I didn’t have the opportunity to see Eloise in action. Still, I took some pride in not panicking when confronted by the ghost.

      When I reached the staircase, I grabbed the banister and took the first step, only to hear heels clatter against the floor downstairs, so I set my gaze in that direction.

      Lacey London walked across the vestibule toward the front door.

      “Hey!” I shouted, startled by her presence. I shouldn’t have been taken aback considering that the sound had presaged her appearance.

      She turned and noticed me. “Oh.” She glowered. “Jocelyn.” She slackened her pace, but still headed toward the door. “Hello.”

      That felt wrong. She’d practically begged to leave before giving a full tour of the mansion, and now she’d returned and appeared aggravated to see me. Or maybe she responded that way because she needed to return to a place she wanted nothing to do with and simply wanted to leave without interruption.

      “What’re you doing here?” I asked, hurrying down the steps to meet her.

      “I forgot something in the kitchen.” She raised her purse. “Got it.”

      “Nona already banished a ghost.” It felt good admitting that a friend had done what Lacey had all but considered impossible.

      “Really?” she said. A cheerful smile cleared the negativity from her expression. Although Lacey had just reached the door and latched onto the doorknob, she didn’t open it. Her eyebrows drew together. “How do you know?”

      “Midnight was ticked off that he lost out on the chance to do the honors.”

      She gasped and her eyes grew large. “Are you saying this is a ghost-free zone?”

      “No. I just found one on the second floor. Eloise is working on that one. Before that, she and I encountered a spirit in the kitchen.”

      “Three ghosts?” Her chest curled inward as she glanced left and right. “That’s incredible.”

      “Nona assures us there are more than three.”

      “Oh.” She continued to scan the lower level. “Thanks for getting my hopes up. But the deal was no ghosts. Sorry.”

      I’d have thought she’d be excited by getting that much closer to potentially selling the mansion. “We’re working on it,” I said, surprised by how emphatic I sounded.

      Something metallic rattled from her direction.

      Lacey’s hand quivered on the doorknob. She twisted it. “Okay then, good luck.” She pulled open the door, jumped out, and shut it behind her.

      “I thought I heard voices.”

      I jumped at the sound from behind me. I rotated to find Dylan standing behind me holding pillows, blankets, and sheets. He inspected the vestibule. “Were you talking to yourself?”

      “No, Lacey was just here. She forgot her purse. We chatted for a minute, but she didn’t want to stick around. Can’t blame her for that.”

      “Where did she leave it?”

      “The kitchen.”

      “Really? Huh. That’s strange.”

      I didn’t like the circumspect expression on his face. “Why?”

      “Because I got the pillows and stuff from the closet, which is right across from the kitchen. I didn’t hear her.”

      “Do you think she’s the type to stay and chat?”

      He grinned. “Not at all.”

      “I’m surprised those two let you leave their side...again. Midnight seems like he’d be a geeky drill sergeant.”

      He raised the sheets again. “I’m apparently his assistant now, too. We’ve gotta sleep at some point, right?”

      “Again, I’m surprised he’d let you get any shut-eye. I bet he and Shadow will be wandering the halls all night long.”

      “Truth is: they’re also working up some kind of strategy they don’t want me to know about. They’re worried that you three will tag all the ghosts and leave this place with the cash. And because you and I have been friendly, I guess he thinks I might not be too trustworthy.”

      “He thinks you’re untrustworthy?”

      “I’ve got to tell you,” he said, “I don’t trust them.”

      I brightened at the prospect that he suspected his new partners might not have his best interests in mind.

      “They seem shifty. Midnight didn’t seem that way on his online episodes, and I checked both of them out online and they seemed legit, but maybe things changed for them with so much money on the line.” He curled a fist and pounded it into an open hand. “They promised I’d get paid only if they won the contest, and I agreed because I needed the cash. Ten seconds after I hung up with them, I realized that I didn’t even believe in ghosts.”

      “You don’t? How could you agree to—?”

      “Exactly. That’s how badly I need the money. I heard ‘we need a cameraman’ and ‘ten thousand dollars for two days of work,’ and I practically hyperventilated. So I figured, why not visit a ‘haunted house?’ I mean, it’s not like ghosts are real or anything. But now…” He broke off eye contact, looking stunned. “I don’t know what to think about this whole thing.”

      “You’re scared?”

      “Not really.” Then he gave it some thought. “Maybe a little.” He looked up, caught my eye, and appeared a little frazzled “Scared that, you know, we won’t win the cash.”

      “Of course,” I said. “What else would you be scared of?”

      The idea that Midnight and Shadow planned to cheat him out of a fair percentage of the prize money sidetracked me. For Nona and Eloise to cut me in as an equal partner on this gig humbled me.

      “There’s something I’ve been meaning to tell you,” I said. The moment I stopped speaking, I heard a rock song playing in the background. “Where is that music coming from?”

      “Oh, yeah. I put on ‘Don’t Fear the Reaper’ in the game room.”

      “But that door was locked. I saw Lacey twist the knob both ways.”

      “I know. I tried the doorknob just because I’m really noisy, and it opened.”

      “Yeah, that makes perfect sense.”

      “By the way, Nona told me and Eloise that it was an eleven-year-old girl who’d gotten stabbed to death in the hallway.”

      “See? What do you say to something like that?”

      “That a child got murdered? Or that she was a ghost?”

      “Both.” He folded his arms and planted his feet apart, steadying himself. “Maybe I wanted to believe what I saw and felt. To believe we had a crack at winning this thing and getting paid.”

      “I’ve dealt with supernatural events that you can’t disprove. If you saw it, that would be all the evidence you’d ever need.”

      A pfft escaped his lips.

      “Or you could just believe me, Nona, and Eloise. The same goes for Midnight and Shadow.”

      “You realize it’s difficult to believe anything that comes from a guy who gave himself and his best friend a nickname and then goes out and record themselves playing ghostbusters.”

      “Yet you watched a show or two. And now you’re working for them.”

      “Where did my life go wrong?” An easy-going laugh erupted from his mouth. “I’ve got issues.”

      “We’ve all got ‘em.” Our eyes locked again, and rather than get lost in those humorous brown eyes, only to make a fool of myself again, I said, “I’m dealing with some money problems myself.”

      “Is that why you took...wait, what supernatural skills are you supposed to have?”

      “I’m awesome with a hammer.”

      “Oh yeah? Can you pick up the one Thor uses?”

      My breath lost me. Witty, smart, and a fan of the Marvel Cinematic Universe? My stomach flipped. Lest I start planning our first date before I discovered if he was even interested in me, I said, “Only the plastic version you can find at Walmart.”

      “They made one of those? I have to check that out.”

      “I’ve got one at my house.”

      “You collect toys?”

      The naughty way he looked at me made me wonder if he meant other, more adult toys. Heat rushed up my neck and into my face. “Um, no. It’s just, you know, I’m good with a hammer. And it’s Thor’s hammer, so I needed to get it.”

      “Needed?”

      “I guess Midnight isn’t the only geek here.” I didn’t like having anything remotely in common with him. The idea made me shiver.

      Dylan chuckled.

      “Shut up.” Only then did I realize that he hadn’t actually replied to my dorky answer. When his smile widened, I couldn’t help one of my own from surfacing. Then our eyes locked for a long moment in that incredibly exciting yet nerve-racking way, and I fidgeted with my hair, which, of course, killed the tension between us. My cheeks felt like they were on fire.

      To cover up my self-consciousness, I said, “So an explanation for the hammer: I do odd jobs for homeowners. And if I’m lucky, maybe I’ll get a chance to freelance for companies and organizations as well. At least that’s the business I’d hoped to get going, but right now it’s on life support.”

      “So you’re good with tools and stuff?”

      “Yep.”

      He sized me up, but not in a creepy way.

      Revealing my affinity for working with my hands had always turned men off in a big way. As much as they stated that they’d appreciate a woman to walk in a man’s shoes, in this case, the moment they met someone who actually fit that mold, they immediately lost interest in me as a potential date. Maybe they felt emasculated. Or perhaps they considered me too masculine. Of course, they never had the courage to tell me the truth. But whenever I’d admitted my vocation and then gave them my phone number or email address, I never heard back from them. Not even once.

      “You wear a tool belt and everything?” Dylan asked.

      “I do.”

      “That’s…kinda hot.” A charming smile appeared as his gaze went to my lips.

      I studied his expression for any hint of sarcasm, but he looked sincere. My legs got a little weak. I told myself it had everything to do with potentially being surrounded by ghosts, even if it didn’t feel the least bit cool around us. If anything, my temperature had just risen a little too much.

      In the silence that hung between us, my concentration was broken by the music from what had previously been a locked room. “The game—”

      “Right.” He cocked his head in that direction and headed that way. “I could understand why Mr. Hazard didn’t want us in there. It’s awesome!”

      “I thought you needed to get back to Midnight with the sheets?”

      “They’re strategizing, remember? I’m sure he’ll holler when he needs me.”

      I followed him, but he’d already gone through the doorway. “Are you sure it wasn’t locked?”

      “Yep,” he called out, walking across a squash-colored carpet.

      That thought disturbed me. Had a ghost unlocked it? Doubtful. Without mass, a spirit couldn’t turn the doorknob. Still, I didn’t know enough about specters to be certain. Otherwise, Lacey stated that only Mr. Hazard had a key to open the door. Had she lied? And if so, why?

      I stood in the threshold and peered inside, trying to make sense of it.

      A large, sparkling disco ball spun from the ceiling in the center of the room underneath a pool table that contained two sticks that lay in an X-pattern, as well as a set of billiard balls in a ball rack. A cue rack hung against the wall.

      At the other end of the room, four black leather padded stools were placed under a mahogany full-bar behind which stood a couple dozen bottles of liquor, all at various stages of completion, set before a smudgy mirror that ran the length of the bar. One lit blue neon sign of a can of beer attached to a hook hanging from the ceiling declared “It’s Miller Time” while it’s partner had the words “Old Style” in a medieval font.

      The track by the Blue Oyster Cult ended and gave way to the song “Kashmir” by Led Zeppelin.

      Had Dylan unlocked this door? Could he pick locks?

      “Well?” he said. “Come on!”

      The room didn’t seem any cooler than the hallway or the entryway, nor did the air feel congested. That surprised me. It seemed that Mr. Hazard hadn’t locked the door to keep the supernatural elements inside, which would have contradicted his request for us to remove those forces from his home.

      “There better not be a Ouija board over there,” I said, pointing to the bar. “Because I’m telling you right now, I’ll never touch one of those again.” I stepped into the room. The air had the same dust-ridden texture as every other inch of the mansion.

      Situated between the bar and pool table was an angular solid orange sofa and matching love seat in an L patterned layout, where Dylan had draped the bedding materials. Off to the left stood a foosball table, an air hockey table, and a shuffleboard table. All looked brand new, despite the coats of dust on their surfaces.

      Dylan stood behind the bar pouring liquor into a glass, so I headed in his direction.

      “What’s your pleasure?” he asked, setting the bottle down.

      Because I had an alcoholic mother and a sister who dabbled in recreational drug use, I stayed away from substances unless I was under dire circumstances…like when I was surrounded by the supernatural. “Anything that will take the edge off but doesn’t get me sloshed.”

      “I can handle that.” He picked a bottle, poured, and set the bottle back down. A second later, he held two shot glasses with clear liquid inside each. He handed one to me. “Here’s hoping one of our two teams makes it out of here with some big-time cash.” His face soured. “Hey, what’s the matter?”

      “It’s about the prize money.”

      “You’re right. We’re on opposite sides. We shouldn’t be talking about that.”

      “But it’s important. You’d want to know that—”

      “Nope.” He waved both hands out in front of him. “Not gonna do it. I like you, Jocelyn. I don’t want anything to change that.”

      Whoa! What did that mean? Was he possibly interested in a romantic sense? Or just as friends? Please don’t let it be the latter.

      My mind whirled at the possibility of getting a date out of this.

      He lifted his glass. “Raise it up. There you go! Here’s to not letting talk of the prize money get between us.”

      In good conscience, I couldn’t agree to that. I lowered my glass a little.

      His cheerful demeanor wavered. “I’m serious. I’ve liked getting to know you, and I don’t want this competition or anything about money to screw that up.”

      How many guys seeking only friendship would talk that way?

      He pointed to my glass. “Go ahead.” A smile returned to his lips. “Raise it.”

      I felt like I’d be misleading him if I didn’t do everything possible to convince him to let me tell him about his partners. “But—”

      “No. Zip it. I’m serious.” With his free hand, he clinched his thumb and index finger and pretended to slide it across his lips. He removed his hand from his face, placed it under my glass, and inched it higher in the air. “That’s it. Cheers!” He tapped our glasses together and knocked back the shot.

      Now that I had no choice to argue, I sucked down the liquor and grimaced at the taste as it heated my chest on its way down to my stomach. “You mentioned Midnight contacted you. Do you work in the film industry?”

      “I’d always hoped to be a cameraman on films and TV shows, but that hasn’t really shaken out, but I guess that makes sense. If I really wanted a gig, I’d move to LA or even New York, but I don’t want to move away from my family. I’ve tried getting in with news networks, local programming, and all that, but I only seem to pick up freelance work, no full-time positions, which sucks because…no health insurance.”

      “I can relate.”

      “So, Ms. Handywoman, I heard Nona say you’re not a psychic or a medium. But I’m kinda doubting that you don’t have some sort of a paranormal specialty, so what’s your supernatural forte?”

      “Demons.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I’ve exorcized a demon.”

      His smile slowly folded in on itself. “You’re serious?” he asked in a matter of fact way. “No B.S.? You faced a real demon? The fallen angel kind from the Bible?

      “Yes.”

      “But you’re not a priest.”

      I looked around conspiratorially. “Hey, don’t blow my cover!”

      He looked at his empty glass. “I think I’m going to need another shot.” He poured himself one, swilled it, and let out a heaving breath. “That’ll do.” He set the glass down and slid it off to the side. “I thought only priests could do exorcisms.”

      “Not true. It’s an unwavering belief in God and His authority to remove demons from the possessed that make it so anyone trained and dedicated to performing exorcisms can do it.”

      An exhausted look appeared on his face. “Sounds intense. And you actually faced a demon?” He leaned against the bar, eyes wide in bafflement. “How did it go?”

      “It was…exhilarating.”

      “Really? You’re about to smile. It looks like you actually liked it.”

      I cocked my head to the side, unable to dispute that statement. “I meant to say the exorcism was utterly terrifying. I’d never been so scared in my entire life.” I sought the right words to give him a proper description of how I felt about it. “Afterwards, my nerves were shot. It took an incredibly heavy toll on me. But during the battle, I’d never felt so alive, so close to God, so full of purpose. So yes, if called upon, I’ll continue to do them.”

      “But this is a haunted house.” His eyes widened. “Hold up: is a demon in this mansion? Is that why you’re here?”

      “Not that I know of. Nona asked me here so I could feel the difference in the air when it comes to either ghosts or demons.” Flirting with Dylan made me a little self-conscious, and I wanted to check my appearance to make sure I looked my best.

      In the mirror behind Dylan, I caught sight of a room off to the left. “Is that a—”

      “Bathroom? Sure is.”

      I headed towards it. “Back in a minute.” Once I got inside, I shut the door and looked into the mirror.

      Behind me, a man in his early thirties with dark slicked back hair and a goatee stared at me. He wore a black suit that covered a muscular torso.

      I grasped hold of the sink counter and blinked, but the image in the mirror had disappeared. Had I really seen that man? I wanted to believe it was a mirage my subconscious had created after having recounted my traumatic experience to Dylan, but I’d never seen that person before. Which meant it had been a ghost.

      I spun around, opened the door, and raced out.

      “What’s the matter?” Dylan asked, curving around the bar and rushing over to me. He grasped hold of my forearms with concern in his eyes. He pulled me towards him but stopped well short of embracing me. “You look like you’ve seen—”

      “A ghost? That’s because I have.”

      “Where? In the bathroom?”

      I nodded. I appreciated the physical contact. It wasn’t an intimate connection but an affectionate one that made me feel like he cared for me. At any other time, I’d surely have liked the way he held me, but one look down showed that my hands trembled so badly and my mind whizzed around so quickly that I couldn’t focus on anything except the fact that a ghost had just visited me for the third time.

      But it was the first time I’d seen one. Which meant the man might have been trying to communicate with me.
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      “He was in the mirror standing right behind me,” I told Dylan.

      He looked me over. “Did he hurt you?”

      “No. Then it just vanished.” I’d made some headway by not getting overly frightened upstairs after leaving the library, but the air had changed. It hadn’t in the bathroom. Or maybe it had, but I was distracted by the flirting Dylan and I had done. For that reason, I hadn’t been as aware of my surroundings as I might have been otherwise.

      “But I thought they were invisible.”

      “Based on what Eloise told me, ghosts need a lot of energy to move things or even appear to us, so maybe that spirit didn’t have enough juice to stick around.”

      “What did he look like?” He glanced around frantically, looking helpless.

      I scanned the area for the man. Unable to spot him, I said, “At first, he appeared angry, but now that I think back on it, he looked like he was concentrating, almost like he wanted me to pay attention to him.”

      “Now what do we do?”

      “We get out of here.”

      He nodded, raced around, and turned off the sound system behind the bar. He rushed back to me, grabbed my right hand, and guided me toward the corridor.

      “Where’ve you been?” asked Midnight, stopping outside the doorway with an angry scowl.

      Dylan pushed past him and turned left before halting. “We saw a ghost.”

      That comment wiped the irritation from Midnight’s face. Fascination took up residence a second later. “Where?” He gestured inside the game room. “In there?” Without waiting for a response, he blew right past us. “Shadow? Get in here. You too, Dylan. Start recording.”

      Dylan reluctantly accepted the camera from Shadow. Then he began recording but hesitated before reentering the room.

      Midnight glanced over his shoulder. “What did you see? Male or female? How about the age?”

      Dylan swung around and directed the camera at Midnight. “Jocelyn saw it in the bathroom.

      Midnight stalked over to me. “Describe it.”

      This guy had some nerve to demand answers from me when both teams were working on opposite sides. I scoffed, exited the room, and headed for the closet.

      “Hey!” Midnight’s shoes clacked against the floor as he trailed after me. “Don’t you want to get on—”

      “The answer’s still no.” I opened the closet door and pulled out three stacks of prearranged bedding materials. I didn’t owe Midnight anything, so I hurried to the staircase and hiked up the steps, hearing the footsteps of the trio downstairs.

      “It seems,” Midnight said in a voice best suited for a television reporter, indicating he was most likely talking to the camera, “that a member on another paranormal investigative team spotted a ghost down here. But as you can see, she has no interest in talking with our crew, in all likelihood because she’s attempting to distract us with false sightings. As loyal viewers know, we here at Midnight Shadow don’t let misdirection affect our investigations. The hunt continues…”

      As I reached the second floor, I burst out laughing at Midnight’s last line, but hearing their group head back to the game room, I started toward the library to meet with Nona and Eloise. Nothing felt the least bit supernatural in the corridor, but the bathroom visit put a fright into me, and I jogged down the hallway. Once I reached the door to the library, I grabbed the doorknob, twisted it, and burst inside.

      Nona was slumped in a chair opposite Eloise, her chin resting against her collarbone but rising with every slight inhalation as she slept. Eloise had folded her legs while sitting in the chair like an innocent child. Immersed in the pages of a book, she hadn’t even looked my way.

      I hurried up to her, but I prepared to speak quietly so as not to wake Nona. “You’re reading now?  You work in a library. You can take any book home at any time. We’re supposed to be finding ghosts and telling them to take a hike. In what dimension is reading a book a good idea when we’ve got a chance to win one million dollars?”

      She looked up from her book with a calm expression. “Nona just fell asleep. I’m not going to wake her. We need her at full strength.”

      I couldn’t argue that, so I didn’t press the subject.

      I held out the stack of bedding supplies for her. After she took some, I tucked my stack under one elbow and covered Nona’s chest with a blanket. “Okay, we’ll let her nap, and we’ll get busy. You can tell me about the ghost you must’ve banished a little while ago.”

      “I’m not leaving without her.”

      “How’s this for honesty: if it weren’t for the prize money, I wouldn’t be here. But sitting around waiting isn’t getting us any closer to our goal. We’re just giving Midnight more time to deal with whatever spirits that are here.”

      Eloise closed the book and placed it on the table in front of her.

      “Nona said that Midnight knows his stuff. If we let him banish all the ghosts, we’ll miss out. I don’t want him to win.”

      “Why? Because of the money?”

      “That’s the reason I came, and you bet I want a payday, but Midnight is an arrogant asshole, and if he wins, I won’t be able to get over seeing him smile at me with that egotistical grin of his. It’ll give me nightmares.”

      Her calm demeanor irritated the hell out of me, mostly because I envied her for it. She’d graduated from high school five months ago and had no intention of attending college, yet the director of the library she worked at had promoted her to a library associate without a Bachelors degree because of her friendliness, hard work ethic, dedication, and willingness to learn. All told, both staff and patrons loved her.

      I couldn’t blame them. I felt the same way.

      “I don’t care if Midnight wins. This isn’t about him or us. We’re here to help these ghosts get some closure.”

      “So if Mr. Hazard pushes a briefcase stacked with hundred dollar bills, what would you say? ‘Thanks, but maybe next time.’”

      “Of course I want the money,” she said, her voice rising a notch. She got to her feet and ambled over to the bookshelf behind her. “I’m not an idiot.”

      At least common sense hadn’t abandoned her.

      “I almost failed to convince the ghost to leave this library five minutes ago. Nona said it was because I wasn’t thinking about the ghost, only myself. She said I rushed into circumstances with only an end result in mind and that I should care more about those who were left behind and are suffering.”

      I hadn’t really considered it that way. It gave me a different perspective on what we hoped to accomplish here, and I no longer felt an urgent need to discover how she helped the spirit move on from this home. “Well, Nona has had half a century to grow that wise. You’re only eighteen. Don’t be so hard on yourself. Besides, you could still approach things the way Nona suggests while still being yourself. Even if that means you’d like to dash off to help lead spirits out of here.”

      “Hmm.” She gave that great consideration.

      Then I told her about my run-in with the ghost in the game room, while she scanned the book spines in the bookcase. “Midnight’s looking for it as we speak.”

      “The first thing Nona taught me was to think about each spirit as a person.” She tilted her head to the side. “You’d think I’d have learned to care about them before now, but honestly, it’s tough to empathize with older ghosts because many of them are intelligent and have had more life experience than me.”

      I hadn’t spent enough time thinking about ghosts to string those thoughts together, but I admired Eloise for knowing her shortcomings and still trying to move forward. It must have been a difficult task.

      She spun my way and looked into my eyes. “This ghost didn’t reveal himself to anyone else. He exposed himself to you.”

      “Exposed? Gross! He wasn’t nude.”

      She rolled her eyes. “You know what I mean.”

      “Exactly. But what’s so special about that?”

      “Did you sense him behind you?” she asked.

      “No. Nothing. I don’t even think it got cold. But I can’t be certain. I’d just had a bit of liquor, and my body temperature felt warmer than normal.” Plus, it dulled my other senses, so I couldn’t have counted on them to warn me about the ghost’s presence. And of course, there had been the flirting…

      “What does that tell you?” she asked.

      “That I shouldn’t have another drop of alcohol while I stay here. And I won’t.”

      But I wouldn’t promise not to flirt with Dylan again.

      “No,” she said. “The ghost only visited you. What does that tell you about him?”

      “He could be the one who dropped by while we were in the kitchen?”

      “Right. If that’s the case, we have to find out why he’s following you.”

      Following me? That thought made my skin crawl. “Is he here now?” I glanced around the room but didn’t see any trace of him or any other ghost. Nor did I sense one had joined us. I sighed, relieved. “What makes you think he’s following me?”

      “If he visited you in the kitchen…and then again in the game room, I’d say that’s classic stalker behavior. Wouldn’t you?”

      “A ghost is stalking me?” Speaking those words expelled the oxygen from my chest.

      “I’m joking.” She reconsidered. “Well only partially.”

      Despite that, I shivered at the idea of a ghost looking over my shoulder or watching me while I slept. Despite my limited experience with spirits, I figured those were ordinary actions among those entities, so taken in that context, I didn’t want to overreact. “What could he want?”

      “Beats me,” Eloise said. “But it’s my job to find out.”

      I liked how she took ownership of the situation. To have her on my side put me at ease. “You think this ghost wants to communicate with me?”

      A small grin flashed across her face before disappearing.

      The certainty in her expression made me feel like a pawn, like she and Nona were using me, but not in a bad way, more like a conduit to help the ghost. And now knowing that we were here to help these spirits, I felt like I was contributing in a way that I hadn’t before.

      “You knew he wanted to communicate,” I said, “because you’re psychic.”

      “Well, yes, but they often want to communicate. In most cases, it’s why they’ve stayed behind.”

      “You know what, Eloise? I place a lot of trust in you.”

      “Good,” said Nona.

      I jolted at the interruption and whirled around to find the older woman smiling at me with alert eyes. She didn’t look the least bit tired. I pivoted back to Eloise. “Did you know? That she was faking?”

      “Of course.” Eloise grinned. “I’m psychic, remember?”

      Nona stood up. “Now let’s go attend to some spirits.”
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      After we left the library, we headed down the corridor on our way to the third floor. “Maybe it’s a good idea,” I told Nona, “that we communicate with the ghost that revealed himself to me.”

      “One would think,” said Nona, choosing her words carefully. “But if he has already approached you, possibly even twice, I wouldn’t recommend putting him on the spot. He seems more than willing to come to you. I think you should let him take things at his own pace.”

      “At his own pace?” I scoffed. “Seriously? Eloise said time can move differently in different dimensions. Who knows how long he’s been here, waiting for someone to talk to.”

      Nona stopped to cough with her mouth closed. Then she turned aside, hacked a few more times, cleared her throat, and swung around to return on our jaunt. “If he visited you twice, he’d done so within the same hour. You may not need to wait long for a third attempt.”

      “Something to look forward to,” I said sarcastically. If he appeared before me again, I hoped he’d give me some advance warning. If I could feel the difference in the air, I’d know what to expect, and I wouldn’t be caught unaware of an impending visit.

      Nona turned toward me, dropped a hand onto my shoulder, and met my eyes with a pleasant smile. “Everything will work out in the end.”

      “How can you be so certain?”

      She pointed to the cross pendant around my neck. “Is that just for decoration?”

      “No. It’s because I believe—”

      “You place your trust in God?”

      “Of course,” I said. “But I hardly think—”

      Her grin faltered. “And that’s where you’re wrong.” Her tone came out accusatory as her eyes narrowed. “If you trust God, you won’t need to think, just believe. That’s all He asks. Everything happens for a reason. If you expect answers for everything God does or doesn’t do, then you’re going to end up a very disappointed and jaded person. It’s not our place to expect explanations. He’ll let us know what He wants us to know…when He wants us to know it.”

      Her condemnation hurt as much as a slap on the wrist because I believed her. “I know, but—”

      “If you know,” she continued, “then when you’re talking about our Lord, the word but should not be in your vocabulary.”

      I conceded her point by nodding. “Okay, I’ll trust things will work out the way they’re supposed to.” When doubt entered my mind, I diverted my attention from it. All would play out as it should.

      “Smart girl.”

      “Did you hear our whole conversation earlier in the library?” I asked her.

      “Most of it. Your stubbornness woke me up. Your raised voice had a part in it as well.”

      “Sorry.”

      “Now regarding this spirit who last visited you, I assume he has made his presence known, so you can accept his existence and determination to communicate with you.”

      “But how will I know what he wants if I see him for only a second or two?”

      “That’s why Eloise and I are here.”

      Eloise reached the staircase first, and she started climbing the steps. “Why are we going upstairs?” she asked Nona.

      “Good question.” I’d been so consumed with everything that went on downstairs that I only now remembered that we should have checked the three locked rooms on this floor before heading upstairs. I started my ascent up the steps.

      “It’s the only floor we haven’t visited,” Nona said, hiking beside me.

      “I get that,” I said. “But if the game room was open, maybe the other rooms on the second floor are open too. The same goes for the other locked door on the first floor, which the other team may have already begun investigating.”

      “That may be,” Nona said. “But we’ve walked past those rooms, and none of us have experienced anything unusual. We haven’t stepped foot on the top floor. I always prefer to uncover the uncertain first. That way, you may not get caught by surprise later. Besides, considering the altercation that occurred earlier, I think it would be prudent to stay as far from the other team as possible for the time being.”

      We reached the top floor of the mansion. The corridor mirrored that of the two below it. The same dusty smell snaked through the hall. The same lackluster light fixtures adorned walls that were void of framed photographs or art. If we hadn’t trekked up a flight of steps, I wouldn’t have noticed that we were now on a separate floor.

      Out of breath, Nona grinned and leaned her back against the banister. “Hold up, ladies. I need to rest.”

      Although Nona exercised, I also knew that Eloise had greatly exaggerated Nona’s physical regimen. “You need another nap?” I asked Nona and turned to Eloise. “I should have brought a pillow and blanket.” I pointed to the carpet. “I could have laid it out right there for Nona.”

      “I’m not a hound,” Nona said with a barely noticeable smirk. “When you nearly hit the century mark, let’s see how well you take to a staircase.”

      “I doubt I’ll make it that long,” I said with the utmost seriousness. “The same goes for Eloise.”

      “You’re already planning my funeral?” Eloise scoffed. “Great, thanks!”

      “No, but let’s face it: Nona started ghostbusting and dealing with malevolent entities halfway through her life. We started way before that. She began at a more mature age. She’d already dealt with more of life’s responsibilities and uncertainties and tragedies. So she was better equipped to handle whatever the supernatural world threw at her. Us? We’re both barely out of school. We don’t know anything.”

      Nona gave me a grateful nod with gleaming eyes.

      Only upon seeing her appreciative expression did I realize that I’d spoken not with grace but from fear. After Nona eventually passed, we’d be left alone to approach the supernatural world without her experience and expertise. I wasn’t ready for that big of a change. She may have passed on most of her knowledge to Eloise, but what about me?

      And that’s when it hit me: despite the steep learning curve, I liked being in this haunted mansion. I liked facing the unknown, liked the possibility of being confronted by an unexpected visitor, however frightening it might seem at any given moment. Similar to my work with the demon, I felt alive here. These supernatural events awakened my senses and challenged me. All told, I felt like I was making an important contribution by taking part in this calling.

      “I like this?” I mumbled while staring at the ground, thinking I must have lost my mind.

      “What was that?” asked Nona.

      “This. Us. Here. Helping spirits move on.” I met her gaze, surprised to find a gentle smile on her face. “Maybe I’m crazy, but I feel like I should be doing this.”

      Nona and Eloise exchanged knowing glances before looking my way.

      “You act like…you knew? How?”

      “Eloise told me,” Nona said. “But I presumed the same thing shortly after you decided to battle the demon…with practically no training. That was very courageous. And borderline lunacy. Any other person in your place would have waited for a professional to handle things, but you…” She shook her head. “I knew you were meant for this line of work. And I’m just as glad to know you’re self-aware enough to realize it.”

      “Let’s return to your comment about my age,” Nona said. “You too may have a chance for your knees to creak like old floors, your vision and hearing to turn untrustworthy, and for two-a-day naps…if you do a few things right.”

      “And what’s that?” Eloise asked.

      “Stay humble, take nothing for granted, and don’t become cynical. Do all that, and you might have a chance.” She turned to me. “It looks like you’re starting to second-guess yourself. I’ll tell you what: once we’re finished here, we’ll spend as much time together as possible on whatever you’d like to learn. Does that sound fair?”

      “Yes.” A relieved smile made its way to my face. But what if Nona didn’t survive this job? Then her voice entered my mind, reminding me of something she’d told me only seconds ago: don’t become cynical. So I pushed that thought from my brain. Besides, so far, nothing seemed the least bit dangerous about this visit. Creepy? Definitely. Dangerous? No.

      What about the entity Eloise called powerful and dangerous?

      I immediately banished that thought from gripping my mind. “That would be great, Nona. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” She pushed off the banister with some pep and made her way to the right.

      Nona and Eloise went from one door to the next. They looked and listened. Then they left.

      I remained silent the entire time because the air hadn’t grown cool or grown tighter, potentially indicating that a spirit lingered nearby. Despite that, I worked on what Nona suggested: relying less on my sight and hearing and tried to detect any disturbance in the air around us…until we reached the end of the hall and I stared at the door ahead of me.

      “So far, this entire floor is clear.” Nona looked to Eloise. “Do you concur?”

      Eloise traded a glance with her and then nodded with a morose expression. They made their way back toward the staircase.

      “Are you sure?” I asked, unsure whether I’d detected something paranormal behind the door. I couldn’t identify what made me question their logic, but I reached out for the knob.

      “Let’s go, Jocelyn,” said Nona, her voice trailing behind her.

      Startled by her sharp tone, I lowered my hand before it touched the handle. I stared at the door, unsure why I felt something behind this door might be supernatural in nature. A glance in their direction made it clear that they weren’t returning. Rather than focus on my uncertainty, I decided to trust their conviction and hurried after them.

      “I think I was right about that door back there.” Disquieted by their silence, I said, “What am I missing here?” I asked, disquieted by their silence as I took the steps behind them.

      “You talk too much,” Nona said.

      “I do that when I’m nervous.”

      “Then you get nervous too much,” said Eloise.

      “It’s not something I can control. Some people are nervous eaters. I’m a nervous talker. It’s my thing.”

      “I recommend you find a new thing,” said Nona.

      “It puts me at ease, so I don’t know how well that’s going to work.” I didn’t like getting admonished, but as we continued down the steps, I realized they were right. If I was so busy talking, I had less time to concentrate on my surroundings.

      We arrived at the second floor and started on the left this time. Lacey had pointed out three rooms on this side of the corridor whose doors were locked.

      The air definitely was cooler down here than a few minutes ago. It also felt more constrained, which meant more spirits probably lingered nearby on this floor. My chest cramped up on me. I took in small, even breaths to loosen up the congestion.

      Eloise grabbed one of the locked doorknobs and twisted it. The door squeaked open. She inhaled sharply and turned back to us with wide eyes. “Wow!” she whispered. “Another one is open.” She swiftly shut the door and backed away.

      A low rumble came from Nona’s throat, but she didn’t expound on whatever thoughts crossed her mind.

      They must’ve sensed something I hadn’t noticed because I’d trailed behind a bit more than I had in the past. I drew closer to them. “I can only think Lacey unlocked it. Before Dylan showed me the game room, I saw her about to leave the house. She said she forgot her purse in the kitchen. She looked duplicitous like she was disappointed to see me. Maybe even both. What if she opened all the unlocked doors?”

      “What for?” asked Eloise. “Why have the doors locked for our tour and open them later?”

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. “It’s the only thing I can come up with. Why? Do you think ghosts locked them and then unlocked them?” I asked, second-guessing myself.

      “No,” said Eloise.

      “But that’s the reason you whipped the door shut, isn’t it? There must be some inside. Did you see any?”

      No response. She and Nona walked over to the other side of the hall but remained silent.

      It seemed I’d reached a moment where talking less may have been preferable to air my thoughts out loud, so I shut my mouth. Rather than pressing them for more information, I gave them time to regain their bearings.

      As much as I didn’t want to enter the room, I also knew that I needed to do exactly that. If I planned to make ghost hunting a regular thing, I needed to get in the habit of confronting spirits instead of allowing their mysterious nature to frighten me. I approached the door and wrapped my palm around the knob. It felt cold. Way too cold.

      Even from this distance, I felt the chill seeping from between the cracks in the door, bringing with it a claustrophobic sensation. I couldn’t guess what lay beyond this door.

      I turned the knob and opened the door.
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      Noxious fumes of mildew intermingled with decay sifted through the room. A rectangular swimming pool lay ahead with a black tarp stretched over it to cover the contents within from any other elements in the area as well as to decrease the severity of evaporation. As I approached the deep end of the pool, which was closest to me, I’d expected to smell chlorine, but I couldn’t catch a whiff of it.

      The floor to ceiling windows was smeared with a rust-colored tint. Based on the many swirl-like patterns, I presumed someone had done so to block the sunlight from entering, probably to prevent the room from heating up, which would intensify the rancor in this room.

      I sidestepped a hose that was strewn across the concrete. One nozzle was connected to the valve in the wall, while the other end snaked under the tarp and into the pool. I found it odd, however, that the Hazards had installed a pool on the second floor. Homes with in-ground pools were typically located on the first floor, hence the term “in-ground.”

      The heavy feeling became tighter, more stifling the further I walked into the room. I stopped at the outskirts of the pool, glanced around the room, and crossed my arms because it had gotten chilly since I entered this room. I didn’t see any ghosts, but the cool, heavy air persuaded me that at least one spirit was in the vicinity.

      My biceps twitched under my fingers. I told myself that I had nothing to fear. I’d encountered a few ghosts so far and they hadn’t harmed me. Still, something about this room felt off, only I couldn’t explain why I felt that way.

      Intuition told me not to look into the pool, but my curiosity got the best of me. I started toward it. The air grew denser. Other spirits may have joined the one I’d all but detected moments ago.

      Either that or they were now approaching me. The tiny hairs on the back of my neck lifted. I stopped and analyzed my surroundings. As expected, I hadn’t heard a sound, nor had I seen any spectral activity around me. Fear slipped its tentacles into my flesh. I tensed my muscles, determined not to let my anxiety get the best of me.

      The closer I knelt toward the tarp and the water underneath it, the stronger the disgusting scent became. I extended a quivering hand, expecting something to reach out from under the tarp and grab it, but when that didn’t happen I placed my hand on the tarp. I pinched it between two fingers and lifted it an inch from the surface of the water.

      A putrid scent sifted to my nose. Inside the pool, a thick surface of darkness undulated ever so slightly. I dropped the tarp and it plopped into the water, squirting a line of liquid onto the concrete beside me. Pressing my palms against the concrete behind me, I pushed away from it as though it were acid, not plain water.

      Even though I’d moved away from the vile scent, it hung in the air and followed me, surrounded me. Gagging, I sprang to my feet and backed away from the pool.

      “Who knows how long it’s been that way,” Eloise said from behind me.

      Jolted by her unexpected appearance, I almost bumped into her. Aggravated, I spun towards Eloise. “Some notice would’ve been nice before sneaking up on me in a ghost-infested room.”

      “Sorry,” she said, although the corners of her mouth tipped upward. She set her eyes on the pool again. She hadn’t disputed that spirits inhabited this room, nor had she looked overly concerned about that fact. “Why hadn’t Mr. Hazard drained the pool? The house has been vacant for a decade.”

      “I agree,” Nona said from my other side. “It’s faulty logic. What if it sprung a leak? It could have flooded the first floor.”

      It took a few moments to get my thunderous heartbeat under control. “Good questions. But they shouldn’t be the ones you’re asking.”

      They looked my way.

      I gestured to the hose. “Someone had to have recently filled the pool. If Lacey’s the only one with access to this place, why would she fill the pool, especially with this hideous scent?”

      Nona and Eloise stared at the pool in silence, their expressions registering confusion.

      “Even if we help every spirit move on from this house,” I said, “I can’t imagine Mr. Hazard would be proud to show off this room unless he planned on saying, ‘just imagine what this place could be?’ Besides, even if that was his plan, why hadn’t Lacey removed the tarp?”

      The lights overhead flickered.

      “Ghosts did that,” I said, trying to regain control of my quickened breath. “Right?”

      Another flash of light.

      The temperature had grown even cooler, and I slid my palms across my arms and rubbed them to keep them warm.

      The lights went out.

      I stood in the darkness, eager to talk through this new development. Then I heard Nona’s voice in my mind, counseling me not to talk under stressors like this but to try to sense what paranormal activity we’d encountered.

      A second later, something snagged my left ankle and tugged me toward the pool. My foot slid out from under me. Off balance, my body tilted to the right. Just as the sides of my legs hit the ground, I threw my arms out in front of me and my hands softened what would have been an otherwise jarring blow to the head.

      Radiance filled the room again.

      Despite having lost my breath upon impact, I wanted nothing to do with whatever had grabbed me from inside the pool, so I pressed my shoes onto the concrete and pushed off. I shot up to my feet and stepped away from the pool. “What the hell!” I scanned the edge of the concrete and the tarp above the water. Of course, I didn’t see or hear anything unusual. Regardless, I was too discombobulated to try to detect the spirit’s location.

      “Go check on the disturbance Jocelyn noticed upstairs,” said Nona. “I’ll handle this.”

      “Something’s in the pool, isn’t it?” I asked, heaving for air. “It has to be since it pulled me in that direction.”

      “Yes,” Nona said, her face in deep concentration as she continued to scan the room. “Now go. Now!”

      “Come on,” said Eloise, hurrying towards the door.

      I still felt the fingers wrapped tight around my ankle. There went my theory that ghosts couldn’t clutch onto objects because they weren’t corporeal. It must have been filled with energy to accomplish that feat. I trailed after Eloise. When I exited the room, the air pressure around me subsided. The air also felt warmer.

      “Don’t say ghosts can’t hurt you,” I said as we started down the corridor toward the staircase. “Not after what just happened.”

      “It’s unusual but not impossible.”

      “Are there other uncommon characteristics I might expect from a spirit? Say, for instance, the kind that can get me killed?”

      “No.”

      I waited for more information, but with none forthcoming, I said, “I’m sure the ghost grabbed me to get my attention. But why me? You two can communicate with ghosts. I can barely detect them.”

      “To get a strong reaction out of you, which might then prompt us to attend to that spirit. It was desperate to leave.”

      The answer unsettled so much that it coiled every muscle in my body. After all, if a ghost took drastic measures to get help in leaving this building, what forces would we discover here? No doubt the dangerous and powerful kind Eloise had mentioned earlier. Thankfully, we hadn’t encountered it yet, but knowing that it might approach us at any time ratcheted up my pulse.

      “Why didn’t Nona want us to stay and help?” I asked.

      “Sometimes it’s easier to accomplish more when you’re alone and not distracted.”

      “You looked a little spooked in there. What did you two sense in the pool room?”

      “Death. A lot of it.”

      “Will Nona be okay?”

      “Yes, because—”

      “Why can’t that ghost just leave?” I asked.

      “That’s what Nona will try to find out.”

      We reached the staircase and took the steps at a quick clip. “Why did you and Nona ignore me earlier?” I asked. “About the locked room we’re going back to?”

      “Because we both felt something powerful calling to us from the pool room. Turns out it was a roomful of ghosts.”

      “An entire room? Why didn’t you say anything? You could have warned me.”

      “We can’t find out what you’re thinking or feeling or learning by telling you everything ahead of time. This may sound harsh, but you need to figure some things out for yourself. Otherwise, you won’t know when to trust your instincts.”

      It made sense. Still, I would have liked to know if there was a ghost about to grab my ankle and trip me. Then again, the flickering lights may have distracted them or made it difficult for them to notice that spirit’s intent.

      We arrived on the top floor and hung a right. “So…is Nona trying to train me? To work alongside because she’s getting older and—”

      “Yes.”

      I tried to detect how she felt about that, but her face lacked emotion. She may have been worried about how Nona dealt with the ghosts, or she could have been preparing for whatever awaited us.

      Regardless, I was glad to know they both considered that I might eventually become an ally when confronting the supernatural. A moment later, however, I thought about Nona’s well-being and hoped she only had a cough rather than a nasty medical issue.

      At the end of the hall, Eloise stopped in front of the door behind which I’d sensed something supernatural. She paused and remained silent as she stared at the door. “There’s a lot of suffering and sadness inside here.” She reached out and grabbed the doorknob. “I need to make sure you’re ready to enter this room with me.”

      She basically asked me to chill out. “Okay.” I took a moment to look past everything I’d just experienced in the pool room and focused on taking things in stride with the intent of not letting my feelings get the better of me. “I’m ready. Since Dylan opened the supposedly locked game room door without a key, try doing the same thing with this one.”

      Eloise took in a deep breath, closed her eyes, and exhaled. She didn’t move a muscle.

      I suspected she was grounding and centering herself the same way she’d done when I’d first encountered her and Nona outside the mansion. I didn’t know what that entailed, but it seemed to work because I hadn’t seen her as disquieted since the moments we entered the mansion together.

      She opened her eyes, turned the knob, and pushed the door open. A look of shock appeared on her face.

      The air was heavy, cool, and smelled faintly of gasoline. I followed Eloise’s tentative footsteps into a bathroom with beige walls, a white countertop with a mirror, a toilet, and a bathtub. Despite the sparse furnishings, the room was rather spacious, enough to fit about ten people standing side by side.

      Eloise’s gaze went to the toilet. A nearly imperceptible, sympathetic cry issued from her mouth, which was pulled into a somber frown. Tears built in her eyes and rushed down her cheeks a moment later. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered.

      I didn’t need to see what filtered through her eyes to understand that something tragic occurred in this bathroom. As much as I wanted to know what had happened, I didn’t want to ask her what she saw because I didn’t want to interrupt whatever conversation might soon take place.

      “My name is Eloise,” she said in a calm voice. “Did you live here? Tap once for yes and twice for no.”

      Something tapped once on the porcelain toilet.

      I stared at the toilet, straining to see the spirit. I didn’t see anything, but that was the exact location the noise had come from. Eloise wouldn’t approach it with such an understanding tone if she’d anticipated trouble, so a big portion of my apprehension drifted away.

      “Can you see the ghost?” I asked.

      “No, but I feel her pain.” She wiped away more fresh tears.

      “Did she tell you she was female? Do you have a psychic-connection or—”

      Eloise shook her head. “I can just tell. She endured so much....”

      I empathized with Eloise because she felt feel all the turmoil the ghost had experienced. I presumed it dealt quite an emotional blow, and I didn’t like seeing her so upset.

      Eloise finally looked toward the toilet again, glanced down immediately, and tried to look up again but faltered. She visibly worked saliva into her mouth. “Did someone take your life in this room?”

      There was another light tap on the porcelain toilet.

      Based on the fumes of gasoline that met my nose, I assumed the individual had been badly burned. What a horrible way to die. I looked at the toilet like Eloise, but I didn’t see anything. It seemed too private, too disrespectful for me to try to see the spirit, but it was even more bizarre to hear the entity respond to questions without laying eyes upon it.

      On second thought, Eloise couldn’t see it, so I doubted that I’d be able to do likewise. Instead, I lowered my gaze, blocked out internal thought, and tried to focus on opening my feelings the spirit.

      “Did a family member do this to you?” Eloise asked.

      Two taps this time, indicating that someone outside the family had killed the entity.

      Eloise winced as though she’d asked the wrong question. “Did a family member from this house do it?”

      Two more taps.

      My friend took a few more breaths and tried to speak, but her voice came out as a squeak. “Please…” She turned around, and two more streams of tears spilled from her eyes. She reached out, grabbed my arm, and led me out into the hall. She closed the door behind her. Eloise shut her eyes, breathed deeply, exhaled, and swallowed. When her eyelids opened, and she set her gaze on mine, she cringed and a sob escaped her.

      “What’s the matter?” I hated seeing her look so helpless. I went over and placed a hand on her shoulder. “How can I help?”

      “I can’t…” She covered her mouth with a palm and shook her head again as more tears cascaded down her cheeks. “This spirit is in so much pain. I can’t go back in there. It’ll make things worse.”

      I needed a way to divert her thoughts. That way, she might be able to regain some perspective. “You’re sad. I’m scared. We’re the perfect team!”

      Her mouth dropped open, and she smiled, only to cover her mouth. “I don’t know what’s got my emotions all over the place.”

      “You’re worried about Nona, aren’t you?” I asked, sensing this truth because I doubted a ghost Eloise had never met could affect her this way. Granted, the ghost’s emotions had probably overwhelmed her, but there had to be an underlying emotion that got triggered upon sensing the sadness in the spirit we’d just met.

      The amusement on her face slowly faded. She nodded and cleared her throat. “I shouldn’t have left her alone with all those spirits, especially after one lashed out at you.”

      “She told you to leave. She can be pretty tough.”

      Eloise nodded and used her knuckles to clear the moisture from her face.

      “Let me communicate with this spirit,” I said. “I’ll find out what it knows.”

      “But you don’t know how to—”

      “Teach me. That’s why I’m here, isn’t it? To help you? So tell me what I need to do, and that way you can help Nona.”

      While her gaze still looked pained, she gave an appreciative nod and the conflicted gaze in her eyes disappeared, making it known that she had accepted my offer my assistance.

      Over the next few minutes, she instructed me on how to communicate with the entity. After I’d asked all of my questions, I smiled at her to encourage her to believe that I could handle this task. “Now go help Nona.”

      Eloise didn’t leave.

      “I’m serious. Get going. I’ve got work to do here.”

      Eloise nodded, turned around, and rushed down the hallway. She disappeared from view ten seconds later as she took the stairs down to the floor below this one.

      I’d convinced her that I could handle this assignment. I just hoped I wouldn’t let her down.
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      I stood in front of the door, grateful not to have the ramped up emotions that plagued Eloise in the bathroom. I went over her the guidelines she’d made for me, which I hoped would enable me to communicate with the ghost. My hands shuddered, so I clenched them together to relieve my nervous energy. If I continued trying to assure myself that I could handle this situation, I’d take forever to enter the bathroom, so I grabbed the door, opened it, and stepped inside.

      As I expected, I didn’t see the spirit, nor did I hear it. Rather than trying to reach out with my feelings to understand the entity, I preferred to continue using the method of communication Eloise had already established. I didn’t want my emotions to get derailed. In this instance, I needed to remain calm and objective.

      I looked at the floor a couple inches from the toilet. “Eloise apologized for leaving, but she needed to help our friend. I’ll be stepping in. I hope that’s okay. My name is Jocelyn. I’d like to communicate the same way you did a few minutes ago: one tap for yes, two taps for no.” I paused for a moment, hoping the spirit hadn’t left. “Is that okay?”

      One tap.

      My heart filled with hope, but knowing the circumstances surrounding this conversation instantly sobered me. “Is this where you died?”

      Two taps.

      That soothed me. But that sensation didn’t last for more than a few seconds because I’d just realized that this form of contact was reminiscent of using a Ouija board. A spear of fear sliced down my spine.

      Both methods of communication relied on asking questions and getting answers. In both cases, the spirit answering was invisible. I couldn’t determine if the entity told the truth or even cloaked accurate answers in lies. However, Eloise hadn’t appeared afraid while in contact with this spirit, which settled some of my nerves.

      “Where did it happen?”

      No response.

      “Is this is where it…started?”

      One tap.

      Killing someone on the toilet was probably the easiest place possible to contain someone since the victim was at her most vulnerable. But if the death scene began at the toilet, the spirit had died elsewhere. I examined the room and stopped when I came to the stand-up shower. “Did it end in the shower?”

      One tap.

      After getting set on fire, the victim probably went into a frenzy to relieve the pain and hoped to turn on the water to dash the flames. In that case, the killer had likely prevented that from happening.

      I couldn’t imagine the torture this spirit being had endured. My emotions took a dive for the worse as tears entered my eyes and made my vision blurry. Even worse, the smell of gasoline intensified as the scent of burnt flesh infiltrated my nose. I spun around, coughed, and struggled to pull fresh oxygen into my lungs.

      My empathy had somehow heightened my sensitivity to what this victim had experienced during the final moments leading up to her death. It now influenced my feelings. Like Eloise, I’d become susceptible to the emotions the spirit couldn’t get past.

      Then a more disturbing thought struck: in a small way, the ability for a ghost to affect the emotions of a human was similar to demonic possession. That insight lashed at my psyche, instantly forcing goosebumps to rise on my flesh as fear locked me in place.

      My experience with the demon felt as if that entity had swung a scythe into my soul and carved out what little innocence had existed before I’d get it. Afterward, I questioned whether a demon could lurk inside any given person I passed on the street, leading to a paranoia that sent me seeking the comfort of my bed, a place I found difficult to leave except to nibble on food or visit the bathroom.

      After ten days of studying demonology around the clock, so I’d be prepared if I ever faced one again, my longtime priest and good friend, Father Demetrius, visited my home. Although he’d stood at my side during my confrontation with the demon, he hadn’t performed the rite of exorcism because he hadn’t received permission from the Bishop. More importantly, his faith had wavered after his sister had been murdered a few months earlier.

      But the man who had dropped by had a renewed belief in God, and he explained that my showdown with the demon had reinvigorated him and restored his faith in the Lord. His remarkable transformation brightened my spirit, but it was only when he’d advised me to accept that God had chosen me to serve in this capacity and to trust His intentions that my despair began to drift away.

      It took four more days, but once I felt like myself again, I received a call from Eloise, asking that I visit this haunted mansion. The uncanny timing of that call lent further evidence that God had indeed selected me to serve as a soldier in His army in the eternal war against Satan.

      I couldn’t go back to that dark place in my mind, but there I stood, locked in a wordless conversation with a ghost, who had no demonic abilities but still manipulated my feelings. Panic made my hands quiver and caused my legs to quake. My breath quickened. I grew dizzy.

      It’s not a demon. It can’t hurt you. Besides, the demon hadn’t possessed you. It couldn’t. Not without your permission. And this spirit wants your help. You’re in control here. Stop letting it affect you.

      Negative thoughts could do nothing but debilitate me, so I fought the torment by concentrating on pushing them out of my mind. It took a lot of effort, but the oppressive feeling that had gripped my heart had slackened its hold on me. The tears in my eyes dried up. And while the scent of gasoline somewhat lingered, the hideous fragrance of burning skin had dissipated.

      “Did you know the person who killed you?” I asked, my voice coming out a little too tentative. I rolled my shoulders to loosen my muscles, which further helped me to regain control of myself.

      One tap.

      “Were you friends?”

      Two taps.

      “Did a man do this to you?”

      Two taps.

      I needed to learn more about the killer. “How old was this woman? In her twenties or thirties?”

      Two taps.

      “Forties or fifties?”

      Two taps.

      “Was this person older than retirement age?”

      One tap.

      “Did you know this woman for a long time?”

      Two taps came quicker this time, as though the spirit had gotten used to this question and answer format.

      “Did you know her for less than six months?”

      Two more taps.

      “Less than one month?”

      Two taps.

      “Was she was pretty much a stranger?”

      One tap.

      “Did you have strong feelings for her?”

      Two taps.

      “Did she have strong feelings for you?”

      Silence.

      “I’ll rephrase. Was it an accident?”

      Two taps.

      “This woman planned to kill you?”

      One tap.

      “I’m truly sorry to hear that.” The diabolical consequences of these actions stirred empathy from the forefront of my mind, but I redirected those thoughts before they clenched their hooks into my brain. “Did this murderer…enjoy hurting you?”

      One tap.

      The noise sounded a little quieter than a short while ago.

      I wondered if communicating with me had begun draining the spirit’s energy, which would eventually result in the inability to convey information to me. If my hunch was correct, I’d need to finish this conversation as soon as possible while still getting whatever information this ghost hoped to pass along.

      Since I couldn’t ask open-ended questions, I hit on an inquiry that would yield the right results. “Is the killer still…murdering people?”

      One tap.

      “Do you want us to find this murderer?”

      One hard tap.

      A rush of pressure draped over me like a heavy robe. Perhaps the spirit meant we should get help from the authorities.

      “We’ll need to reach out to the cops.” It wasn’t a question but a statement.

      Two taps.

      “Why not?”

      Silence.

      My excitement had torn me away from the strict “yes” or “no” line of questioning. But why would the ghost want us to find the murderer rather than have me contact the police and let them handle things? Perhaps they knew about the Hazards buying off the sheriff’s department.

      But even if I knew how to track down a killer, I wouldn’t want to handle that person on my own. There was only one reason why the spirit wanted me to catch the murderer, and I didn’t feel comfortable asking the question. But I needed to do just that.

      “Do you want me to stop this person?” I asked.

      The spirit banged the porcelain toilet.

      I jumped at the unexpected ferocity of the response. A short while ago, it seemed to be losing power, and if that were the case, it might be using up whatever juice it had left that would allow it to continue our conversation.

      Nevertheless, I didn’t want to promise the spirit I’d do as it suggested, so I pressed on. “Will it be difficult for me to find the murderer?”

      Two taps.

      “She’s nearby,” I said out loud, enthused by that answer despite not knowing what to do about it. “Will I have to do a lot of searching to find her?”

      Two taps.

      What made this spirit think I could find the murderer so easily? Did it have any idea how much time had passed since it died? “When did this happen to you? Before the year 2000?”

      Two taps.

      “But no one’s lived here in—” I uttered to myself, unsure whether I should continue with this line of thought.

      Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap.

      “I don’t understand. It didn’t happen recently because—”

      One tap.

      “It happened…recently?”

      One tap.

      “We’re currently in the year—”

      There was a rapid burst of tapping.

      “Okay,” I said, raising my hands up to chest level to show the spirit I’d stop talking. “You were here within the past ten years?”

      One tap came quickly.

      That seemed off. Lacey made it clear that no one had inhabited this mansion since Mr. Hazard moved out over ten years earlier. Still, I decided to trust my instincts and find out where this entity led me. “Within the past five—?”

      Another swift tap.

      Had this spirit been an intruder? Possibly a squatter? Or had Mr. Hazard allowed a family member to stay here for a short period of time without telling Lacey? If that was the case, who had killed her?

      Of course, this was all conjecture. Since I didn’t have all the information necessary to string together a reasonable hypothesis, I could probably develop a dozen possibilities that might fit the circumstances surrounding the victim’s death. There was only so much this spirit could tell me by way of “yes” or “no” answers, which limited the probability that I’d devise a credible theory.

      Nevertheless, I carried on. “Did you die within the past year?”

      A prompt tap.

      Upon hearing that affirmation, my nerves clinched, freezing me into place. There was only one explanation for that answer, but I didn’t want to consider it. I tried to speak, but words wouldn’t roll off my tongue. I swallowed and cleared my throat in hopes that it would prepare my mouth to speak. A few moments later, I felt confident my voice wouldn’t fail me.

      “Were you a paranormal investigator hoping to remove spirits from this home?”

      One tap.

      If the ghost hunter had died within the past year, Lacey must have introduced her to this home. Unfortunately, I couldn’t call Lacey and find out what she may have known about the victim.

      That meant another team member, either friend or foe, may have killed her. From what Lacey said, most of the ghost hunters had left the mansion after twelve hours or less. Then I recalled Lacey’s words upon my arrival: no one has lasted an entire weekend.

      Had they not lasted that long because…they were murdered?
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      “Jocelyn!” shouted a male voice from down the hall.

      The chill in the air along with the scent of gasoline vanished.

      Who had shouted my name? I remained in place, listening for the voice again. It didn’t come, which frayed my nerves. “Yeah?”

      Footsteps pounded on the ground as they approached me. “Come quick!”

      I shot to my feet and ran to the hall.

      Midnight halted halfway down the corridor and bent over, heaving for oxygen. “Nona’s unconscious.”

      With fear throttling me forward, I darted down the hall and sidestepped Midnight and Shadow, who stood behind him. “Where is she?” I yelled back to them.

      “Exercise room. Second floor.”

      I hadn’t known there was a workout room in the mansion. It must’ve been behind one of the locked doors I hadn’t yet investigated. Once I came to the staircase, I sped down each step and didn’t slow my pace until I spotted a light pouring out from a threshold ahead of the pool room where I’d left Nona. I skidded to a stop at the open door and peered inside to see if Nona inhabited the room.

      There were half a dozen weight benches for various forms of free weights activities, a row of dumbbells fitted in an upper and lower rung across an entire wall, whereas a treadmill and stair-climber were placed in front of five exercise machines, although both looked decades old. Like every other piece of property, these pieces of equipment along with the tall mirrors that stretched across each wall was coated with dust. The entire room smelled of rubber flooring.

      Nona lay unconscious on the ground in the middle of the room.

      “Come on.” Eloise kneeled beside her fallen friend. She tapped Nona’s cheek. “Wake up!”

      Nona didn’t stir. Her skin looked pale. Her eyes remained closed. Strands of hair all around her head stood on end as though she’d been electrocuted.

      Even if she was tired, I couldn’t imagine her deciding to fall asleep on the floor of a weight room. Besides, if she was overcome with fatigue, she could have moved another ten feet over to lie down on a weight bench.

      Dylan, crouched beside Eloise with his hands on his knees, spotted me and his troubled expression changed into one of relief. “We got here less than a minute ago. Nona’s pulse is faint and her breathing is shallow.” He picked up the camera he’d laid on the ground and backed away from Nona. “I didn’t see any cuts, bruises, or blood, so she doesn’t seem seriously injured.”

      “She’s not,” said Eloise in a strained voice.

      I raced into the room and slid into the spot Dylan had vacated. “What happened?”

      “When I entered the pool room,” Eloise said, “Nona was arguing with a spirit in a hushed tone like she was trying not to get angry. She must’ve been affected by so many spectral emotions because I’d never seen her that upset. I told her I’d handle the spirits, but she mouthed off to me.”

      Eloise looked at me with a shocked expression. “Nona had gotten short with me a few times, but she’d never raised her voice to me until then. I got scared because her emotions weren’t her own, and I lashed out at her and told her to leave, so I could handle things. Come to think of it, maybe those negative emotions triggered my attitude as well. Nona walked away, but do you know what she did in the doorway before she left?”

      Nona inhaled slightly. “I gave her the middle finger.” She cackled for a second, but it turned into a harsh cough that made her curl towards Eloise.

      The tension in my gut eased and my breathing came easier. It was a stroke of luck because if she hadn’t recovered, we couldn’t call an ambulance. We would have had to carry her to the car and drive toward the nearest town until we could access the internet and find out where the local hospital was located.

      Eloise held Nona’s shoulders as each cough racked her body. “It’s okay,” she said quietly, possibly more to herself than Nona. “It’s okay.” Her strained facial features unwound, although not much.

      I’d bet that she blamed herself for leaving Nona unaccompanied to attend to the spirit I’d just left. Then Nona’s shocking admission came to mind. “You flicked her off?” I asked Nona.

      She finished coughing and elicited a wet wheezing sound between her lips. Nona inhaled sharply and smiled while letting it out. “She deserved it too.” Then she pulled herself upright, wincing from the effort.

      Eloise scoffed. “I did not. You were upset that I was trying to help you.”

      “I specifically asked you to check on the disturbance upstairs, and you disobeyed me. Did it occur to you that I did so for your own benefit? I sensed negative emotions in the pool room, and—”

      “I sensed it too. That’s why I came back.”

      Nona released a light groan, forcing the lines on her face into deep crevices. “Phew.” She placed a hand to her head and grunted. “That was a doozy!”

      Eloise sagged toward the floor. She pushed her arms behind her and placed her palms on the ground to support her. “I was worried, and you can’t make me feel guilty about that.”

      The corners of Nona’s lips perked into a smile. She patted Eloise’s thigh and squeezed it.

      Eloise’s twinkling eyes carried a hint of mischief. “By the way, if it weren’t for Dylan, you might’ve died. He had to give you mouth-to-mouth.”

      Dylan’s eyebrows shot upwards. He stood as straight as a soldier reporting to duty before a senior officer.

      Dazed by that admission, Nona looked at the young man. “Truly?”

      Before he could answer, Eloise said, “He wanted to give you CPR. Said he’d need to tear your blouse off and remove your bra.”

      Nona’s eyes went wide with fright. A moment later, she squinted at Eloise with a knowing stare. “More exaggeration.”

      “How do you know?” I asked, playing along. “Dylan admitted that he had his eye on you.”

      “You two are incorrigible.”

      For his part, Dylan checked on his camera as if he hadn’t heard one word we’d said.

      I thought he looked pretty cute and wondered what it would be like to go on a date with him. Would we have anything to talk about beyond ghosts and haunted houses?

      He looked my way.

      I instantly turned in the opposite direction…like my thirteen-year-old-self when caught checking out a boy in school. We’d already flirted and had a fun conversation. When would my awkwardness around guys finally disappear?

      Hearing noise from the hallway, Dylan trained the camera on the doorway.

      Midnight and Shadow stood in the threshold. Midnight lifted a hand and subtly smeared the perspiration from his face and then continued with the motion by sifting it through his hair. With his back to the camera, his audience would have no idea how heavily he perspired.

      Midnight adopted a look of great concern and turned to the camera. “We were walking down the corridor, and I heard a thump, so we investigated. A member of the opposite team had fallen unconscious, alone in the gym. Luckily, she came to, but we have to wonder: was this a ghost attack gone wrong?” He paused for a long beat and then said, “Cut.”

      Dylan removed the camera from his eye and turned toward us.

      With my back to the door, I had no idea Midnight and Shadow had been listening in to our conversation. “How long have you been standing there?”

      “You got into a fight with a ghost?” asked Midnight, ignoring me. He approached with his mouth agog, more curious about Nona’s argument with the ghost, instead of how she fell unconscious. “What happened?”

      “The spirit denied that he’d been murdered.” Congestion in Nona’s lungs made her cough a couple times before she grabbed another full breath.

      A line of red saliva extended along the ground. Catching sight of it, Nona swiped her forearm across the floor, causing her sweater to smear away the evidence of her illness.

      But I’d seen it. I hadn’t imagined the blood on her lip earlier. What had caused the ailment? An infection? Bronchitis? An ulcer? I didn’t want to contemplate other maladies since many of them could be even more harmful than those I’d already considered. I glanced at the faces around me but based on their smiles, no one had seen the blood, probably because they weren’t looking for it.

      Nona locked eyes with me. She must have seen my surprise because a pleading expression formed on her face. Why did she want me to keep her secret? Eloise cared a great deal about her. She had the right to know if Nona was suffering. Given Nona’s age and our circumstances, we both should know in case Nona endured another complication.

      Nona turned to Eloise. “Be a dear and help me up, will you?”

      Eloise reached an arm across Nona’s back and hoisted her up.

      “Thank you,” said Nona, putting a hand to her temple again. Her legs trembled under her.

      I swooped over to her unassisted side and grabbed hold of her. “Over there,” I told Eloise, cocking my head to the right before guiding her in that direction and settling her down on a padded chair used for doing shoulder presses.

      “Whoo,” Nona said with a fleeting grin. She leaned against the backrest, slid her palms over her head, and pushed her hair down as she took slow, steady breaths.

      “Can you tell us what happened?” asked Midnight. “Did it attack you?”

      “Young man, ghosts rarely attack.” She remained quiet for a long beat. “This one merely charged me, and the energy knocked me off my feet.”

      “Go on,” said Midnight.

      “I think she’s been through enough,” Eloise said.

      “Don’t you want to know?” asked Midnight. “You didn’t find her. We did. Plus, don’t lie to me. I can tell you’re just as curious as us.”

      Eloise ground her teeth together, but she didn’t reply.

      Without a rebuttal, Midnight said, “What can you tell us about it?”

      “Not much,” Nona said, seemingly eager to explain the ordeal. Some color had returned to Nona’s face and her voice wasn’t as ragged as a short while ago. “His name was Alfred Hazard.”

      I waited with bated breath for more information. Based on the silence around me, I presumed everyone else had the same reaction.

      “He was a cranky man in his late eighties who was the great uncle of Markus Hazard, the man who now owns this mansion. Apparently, when his sister died over a decade ago, he arrived to collect her personal belongings and sort out her will. After I questioned him, he led me through the moments before he died. When I told him he’d been stabbed in the back of the neck, because a knife was still plunged there, he called me a liar.”

      “Did he tell you who may have attacked him?” I asked.

      Nona pushed out her chin and had a faraway look in her eyes.

      “Is that a no?” asked Midnight.

      “When I asked him, he got even more agitated and vanished…the moment Eloise arrived.”

      Eloise stepped back as though indirectly attacked for the abrupt ending to Nona’s conversation with the spirit. “I came back to help you. When you left, I helped two more ghosts move on. But it wasn’t my fault Mr. Hazard’s great uncle left the pool room.”

      “No, it wasn’t.” Nona lowered her gaze. “I haven’t been sleeping well. And emotions were high, so…”

      “That’s Nona’s way of apologizing,” Eloise said. “She’s old school.” She turned to me and a smile flickered on her lips. “We’re talking old school, as in they didn’t even have public education in those days. That was before the Revolutionary War, right Nona?”

      Nona sent a droll look to her protégé before setting her gaze on mine. “I sensed he was in this room, so when I entered the gym, he became enraged. Or so I thought. When I asked why he was so upset, he referred to Eloise as a ‘murderer.’”

      “What?” I asked, shocked. “That makes no sense.”

      Eloise, for once, didn’t have a snappy comeback. She just glanced at everyone in the room with a horrified expression.

      “When I asked him why,” Nona said, “Alfred Hazard said a female teenager like Eloise had attacked him. He also said that she had killed four other members of their family in the mansion leading up to the moment she assaulted him.”

      “How did he know that?” asked Dylan. “Did he have proof?”

      Nona shook her head. “He didn’t need any. The teenager admitted to the murders, or so he said.”

      Chills invaded my arms, and I pulled them across my chest. “Then what happened?”

      “Alfred Hazard was so angry that he wouldn’t open himself to anything but fury. His spirit practically vibrated with it. I’d never come into contact with a ghost that had built up that much rage. For those reasons, he didn’t believe better things awaited him, and he wouldn’t let me guide him onward. In fact, he used that temper against me by rushing me. The force knocked me down, and I hit my head.”

      “So he’s still here?” asked Shadow with a distrustful leer. “You mean, we’ve got a raging old man roaming the halls somewhere in this mansion?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good,” Midnight said. “We’ll get in on that action. Send him packing for sure.” He turned to Eloise. “What about you? Before you helped two more move on, what did you two discover?”

      “A woman who was burned to death in the bathroom you found Jocelyn in.”

      “Reeeeally?” asked Midnight, drawing out the word. He turned to Dylan, but the latter had already turned his camera onto him, the red light on the camera lit, indicating that he was recording. “What’s that all about?”

      Eloise looked to me with a curious, yet enthusiastic expression. “Yeah, what did you find out?”

      “A woman murdered her,” I said. “A woman she knew but wasn’t friends with. A woman who lives nearby.”

      “Well, that sounds promising,” said Midnight. “What else do you know about this mystery murderer? Her age? Race?”

      “She was elderly.”

      “A senior citizen murdered her?” A snarl appeared on his face. “Is this a joke?”

      I ignored his annoyance. I wanted to be honest with everyone here, so I told both teams what I’d learned from the spirit on the third floor.

      “She was a ghost hunter?” asked Dylan, turning his gaze upon Midnight with a look of alarm.

      “We have no proof,” Midnight said, “that an elderly person killed a paranormal investigator. We also have no reason to believe that ghost.”

      “Why would it lie?” asked Dylan. “What purpose would that serve?”

      “I’m just saying—”

      “It’s me you don’t believe,” I said. “What do I gain by lying to you?”

      “To throw us off track,” said Shadow. “To scare us.”

      Astounded, Midnight flinched. “You’re scared of an elderly ghost?”

      “Old people are creepy as it is,” Shadow admitted. “Toss in that it’s a ghost, and things reach a whole other level.” He seemed satisfied by that answer until he set his eyes upon Nona. “Oh, no offense, or anything.”

      “None taken. I’m not a ghost yet.” She leaned in his direction and leered at him with wide eyes. “But when I become one, I’ll be sure to pay you a visit.”

      He cringed, looked away, and drew back as though the idea horrified him.

      Midnight shook his head at his partner before turning back to me. “Is that ghost still among us? Not in this room, but inside the mansion?”

      The ghost had been very clear that it stayed here in order to tell someone about its demise. Now that the victim had shared that information, and since it had remained behind while suffering inordinately, I’d bet that the spirit had passed on.

      “Well?” asked Midnight, indignant.

      “Yes,” I said. “I believe it’s no longer here.”

      “Way to go, Jocelyn,” said Eloise, turning to Nona with a big grin. “We’ve barely taught her anything about spirits, and she’s already helping them move on.”

      Nona smiled at her. Then she turned that grin my way and winked at me.

      I appreciated the recognition, especially since I’d at first doubted my abilities and questioned whether I’d be able to assist them. More than that, it felt good to make a contribution to the team. Plus, I’d helped a restless spirit. All in all, I was pleased with how that situation went down.

      “Well,” Midnight said, turning to the camera. “If our competitors are to be trusted, there may have been two murderers, one an old woman sliced and diced—”

      “Technically,” I said, “she was burned alive.”

      “Hey!” Midnight shouted and waved off Dylan before turning to me. “Do you mind? I’m trying to record a scene here.”

      “But you’re wrong. The spirit told me—”

      “I’m doing you a solid here by admitting that you conferred with this ghost, and you’re criticizing how I report it? On my own show?” He swiveled to Shadow. “Do you believe this chick?”

      “Knock it off,” said Dylan, lowering the camera and meeting Midnight’s gaze with steely resolve. “Let’s get on with it, huh?”

      Midnight breathed heavily through his nose a handful of times before nodding and gesturing for Dylan to raise the camera and continue filming. When he did, Midnight said, “Our competition also believes an adolescent girl killed the great uncle of the current owner. Both, mind you, conducted their murders inside this mansion separated by a decade, with the teenage killer doing the deed less than one year ago. And get this: the victim was apparently a paranormal investigator performing the same task as we’re currently embroiled in. In addition to that, our competition also claims to have now helped three spirits move on, although that hasn’t been officially confirmed.”

      “How would you do that?” I asked, perturbed by the arrogance in his tone. “Confirm that a ghost has moved on?”

      “Although,” Midnight said, raising his voice over mine, “we’ve yet to assist even one ghost with that same outcome, there is still plenty of time left in this race.” He lifted an index finger. “And from the likes of it, there are still many, many more ghosts residing here.” He stared at the camera for another moment before placing a flat palm under his neck and using a slicing motion as a means of saying “cut!”

      Dylan hit a button on the camera and lowered it.

      With all of Midnight’s questions, I wondered what his crew had uncovered on the first floor. “How about your team? Find anything spooky downstairs?”

      “I’ve shot a bunch of footage,” Dylan said, “but we’ve got no ghost activity to show for it.”

      An audible groan left Midnight’s shuttered lips. “Tell me this: how did you get into two of three supposedly locked rooms on this floor?”

      “They weren’t locked,” I said.

      Shadow snickered. He glanced from Midnight to me. “You expect us to believe that line of crap? What do you take us for? Idiots? No, you jimmied the lock, something like that.”

      “Um,” said Dylan. “The game room downstairs was open, too, but it was locked during Lacey’s tour. Remember? You were in it a little while ago?”

      Shadow chuckled again, turned aside, and pretended to admire the craftsmanship of the bench press to the right.

      Midnight’s facial features tightened, his eyes blazed with anger, and he did a rigid turn that would have impressed military personnel, before striding out of the room with his head up. “Move out!”

      Shadow sped after him.

      Dylan met my gaze with a gentle smile. “I’ll be seeing you.” He set his eyes on Nona. “Glad to hear you’re okay, Nona.”

      “Goddammit, Dylan!” Midnight barked from down the hall.

      “My master awaits!” A good-natured grin split his lips. Then he turned around and left.

      “They’re probably going to look for the other locked door on this floor,” I said. “To see if it’s now open.”

      Nona’s eyes sparkled. “Maybe it’ll give Midnight something valuable for his show.”

      I bit back the urge to mention how that could potentially decrease our chances of getting the prize money. Besides, assuming Lacey’s prognostication that only one team could possibly remain on the premises fell apart and both stayed the entire two days and cleared every ghost from the grounds, I still had no idea how Lacey planned to sort out which team removed more ghosts from the mansion.

      Unless she’d mounted cameras around the house. I quickly scanned the ceilings but didn’t see any there. Otherwise, there was only enough room for exercise equipment in this room, especially considering mirrors were mounted to the walls, leaving few, if any, spots to place a camera.

      A new idea came to mind. “Eloise, go with me on this: turn off the lights.”

      I ran over to the windows that looked down on the front of the building. When the lights went out, I needed to wait about thirty seconds for my eyes to adjust to the darkness both inside and out. Once they did, I surveyed the long driveway. There were only four cars out there, two of which most likely belonged to both teams since both Dylan and I had arrived alone. “Damn.”

      “You thought Lacey’s car might still be here?” asked Nona in a low voice dripping with trepidation.

      “Yeah,” I admitted. “I don’t see it.”

      After the lights turned back on and my eyes got used to the brightness, I said to Nona, “Were you being honest about what happened in here?”

      “Yes. But as for the other spirits in this home, it feels like there’s a shield in place that’s blocking them.”

      “Is this amount of spectral activity normal?” I asked.

      Nona shook her head. “To have more than two or three ghosts within the same home isn’t exactly common, but it’s far from rare. But as we’ve discovered, this is a murder house. The rules don’t apply here.”

      I addressed my next question to both ladies: “How many ghosts do you think were in the pool room?”

      “I couldn’t determine the number,” said Nona. “Alfred Hazard’s anger was blocking my every attempt to distinguish one spirit from another. She set her gaze upon Eloise. “Did you have better luck?”

      “Sort of, in that, I think there are many, but I don’t know the exact amount.”

      “How much is ‘many’?” I asked. “Six or seven?”

      “Maybe ten?”

      “What?” Her response made it difficult for me to frame a follow-up question. I’d hoped that the number wouldn’t have surpassed my guess. Even that amount seemed like far too many. Had they all died there? If so, had the same murderer killed each of them? I imagined that every death occurred at different times since it seemed unlikely that the killer had indulged in a mass drowning. Either way, I was glad to have discovered this information after I’d already left the room.

      I turned to Eloise. “That’s a good thing, right?” Seeing her lower her gaze to the floor, I felt my gut clench. Based on that response, I didn’t want to look at Nona, but I needed to. “You have bad news, don’t you?”

      “What Eloise said before all three of us entered the mansion leads me to think she was right.”

      “About what?” I asked.

      “What remains behind,” Nona said in a gravelly tone, “is powerful and dangerous. Even worse…it’s evil.”
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      “If something evil is lurking nearby,” I told Nona, “don’t you think we should check on the others? We’re not the only team in this place.”

      But now that the others had left, the liveliness in Nona’s eyes had diminished. She placed a hand to her forehead and winced. She looked exhausted.

      “Are you feeling worse?” Eloise asked, clutching onto Nona’s arm for support.

      “I’m doing okay.”

      “You looked much better when the other team was here.”

      “She was faking,” I said.

      “Why?” Eloise asked.

      “In confined quarters with men you don’t know, would you ever pretend to be anything less than one hundred percent fine?”

      Eloise nodded, silently conceding that point. “We should get you to the emergency room, so they can check your vitals.”

      “Am I breathing?” Nona asked with a bored expression. “Is my heart beating? Then it seems my vitals are perfectly fine.” Eloise opened her mouth to object, but Nona interrupted her. “What have I always told you? Follow your instincts. Mine tell me we should follow Jocelyn’s advice.”

      “But you were unconscious fifteen minutes ago.”

      “And now I’m alive and well.” Nona looked down at her extremities as if stunned. “It’s a miracle!”

      “Fine.” Eloise gnashed her teeth. “Let’s go check on them.” She led the way toward the door.

      “So this evil entity,” I said to Nona. “What more can you tell us about it?”

      “Nothing yet,” she said. “I’m just going by what I feel.” Her expression turned grim. “And what I feel is…full of menacing intent.”

      A quiver trickled across my spine. I didn’t say anything because I couldn’t. Just as I’d discovered that most spirits meant no harm, I hated to learn that some sought violence and death.

      We left the gym and entered the corridor.

      “I’m really tempted,” Dylan said from down the hallway to our right, a couple doors before beyond the pool room. “But we shouldn’t mess with it.” Light spilled out from what had been the final locked room. “It’s over forty years old.” He stepped inside.

      “And that’s why we should mess with it,” Shadow said. “It’s begging for attention. The owner doesn’t even live here. It’s going to waste. I say we break it open.”

      I exchanged glances with Nona and Eloise, and we headed in that direction. “I bet they’re trying to bust open a safe,” I said. “Eloise? Thoughts?”

      She shook her head, doubtful. “Did you see Midnight’s T-shirt? It’s more likely they’ve found a treasure trove of Star Wars toys in their original packaging.”

      “Nonsense,” said Nona. But a second later, she chuckled.

      Both Eloise and I snapped our attention to Nona.

      “Do you really think those three can bust into a safe?” Nona asked me before turning to Eloise.

      “Well?” Eloise and I asked her simultaneously, waiting for her best guess.

      “What do most men like? I’d venture to say they’ve stumbled a chest of pornographic DVDs and magazines.”

      “Oh, yeah!” said Shadow in an excited manner. “Daddy likes!”

      “See?” Nona said, her smile growing wider. “My great-grandson, Freddy, told me the proper phrase for this would be: Nailed it.”

      Right then and there, when she’d talked nothing like someone nearing one-hundred-years- old, I determined that Nona was probably the most awesome great-grandmother in history. A few seconds later, we stopped in the doorway of the previously locked room and peered inside.

      The trio stood in the center of a wine cellar among hundreds of bottles. The wine racks were so tall that they blocked much of the light from the lone lightbulb hanging from the ceiling. The room gave off a damp redolence mixed with the scent of wooden shelves and cork. Dylan and Shadow huddled around Midnight, who poured a bottle of wine into their clear plastic cups.

      I let out a disappointed sigh. I preferred our ideas to the truth, even if they were stereotypical.

      Midnight corked the bottle he held and returned it to its place on the rack. The other two men tasted their wine. Dylan made a bitter expression as he pushed the wine down his throat, while Shadow turned aside, spit it against the wall in the corner, and let out a disgusted grunt.

      Nona approached them. “These aren’t the best conditions to store these bottles. It’s too warm in here. For that reason alone, I suspect that the integrity of each bottle has been compromised.”

      “Huh?” asked Shadow. “Isn’t it easier to just say ‘It sucks’?”

      Nona gave him a slight nod. “I’ll grant you that.”

      Midnight smirked at Nona and took a sip. He winced, quashed that expression a second later, and swallowed with a straight face. Directing his gaze to the side, he said, “It tastes fine.” Ignoring a grossed-out look from Shadow and a chortle from Dylan, he placed the cup on the rack behind him and then turned to us. “Come to see how it’s done?”

      “What makes you think there’s a ghost here?” asked Nona.

      “It’s cool in this room,” he said with an all-knowing grin. “It’s not in the hall or the other rooms on this floor.”

      “Do you think the chill may have anything to do with us being in a wine cellar? The wine needs to languish at a certain temperature to maintain its quality.”

      Shadow cringed. “It tasted like I’d kissed a dumpster.”

      “It’s because,” Nona said, standing beside a thermostat, “its sixty degrees in here and a wine cellar should be set five degrees cooler. This room must have its own air conditioner, and Lacey admitted that Mr. Hazard hasn’t adjusted the temperature in the house during the summer, so I’d imagine it may have grown much warmer in here the past few months, hence the poor taste.”

      “Are you saying there isn’t a ghost here?” asked Shadow, putting his cup aside and removing an EMF meter to check the electromagnetic field.

      Dylan placed his cup on the rack and grabbed his camera.

      “Over here,” Midnight said, and after Dylan gave him a thumb’s up, he looked into the camera with a gleam in his eye. “We’ve just walked into the fourth previously locked room in this home, and…” He lifted both arms at his sides. “As you can see, it’s a wine cellar. It’s cooler here, and according to our other contestants, it has nothing to do with spirit activity, but the set point of the air conditioner in this room is…wait, hold on. Shadow? Have you got a reading?”

      His partner turned on his EMF meter. “I’m getting a spike in the electrical current.”

      “And that,” Midnight said into the camera, “is why technology trumps the instincts of so-called ‘mediums’ and ‘psychics,’ both of which stand behind us, but who have not granted us permission to include them into this episode. Could it have anything to do with, oh, I don’t know, they don’t want to get called out publicly as frauds? I’ll let you be the judge of that.”

      I disregarded the cheap shot because I had to agree with Shadow’s EMF meter: a chill had grown quite prominent over the last few seconds.

      “It seems,” Nona said, “we have a visitor.”

      “Well,” Midnight said, grinning, “I’m glad our ‘psychic medium’ agrees with scientific proof, even if her intuition is a little late to the party.”

      “Hey,” I said, stepping toward Midnight, but still out of camera range. “Cool it with the insults.”

      “Nice pun on the given situation,” Midnight said, giving the camera a tiny grin.

      Nona chuckled. I admired her goodness. She looked for the best in even the most annoying people. I needed to work on that approach. Upon further thought, maybe that perspective contributed to her long lifespan.

      Midnight patted Shadow’s shoulder. “Glad you came fully equipped, my friend.”

      “Then by all means,” Nona said, unfurling both arms and stepping backward, gently pressing against us, encouraging us to move toward the door.

      When my butt pressed against it, I came to a stop. With Eloise to my right, Nona stood straight ahead of us.

      Dylan set his camera on Shadow, while Midnight now stood behind them.

      “This reading is off the chart,” Shadow said. “I’m switching this out for the Thermal Imaging Camera.”

      I recalled how that device could distinguish between hot spots and cold spots. I was eager to find out what the the equipment might register on the screen. Unfortunately, at this angle, I couldn’t see the tiny screen that Shadow looked through.

      “Dylan,” Midnight said. “Switch to infrared. Ladies? I’d appreciate it if one of you would turn off the light.”

      It figured that, while on camera, Midnight presented himself as a gentleman, whereas off screen he was impatient, distrusting, and filled with resentment. On the other hand, he had raced down the hall to inform me that Nona had fallen unconscious, so at least he had some redeeming qualities.

      “Ladies? The light, please?”

      The light switched off.

      “Thank you,” he said.

      But no one in the room had turned it off.
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      After entering this room, I recalled seeing the light switch just inside the doorway to my left, which would put it directly behind us. Even if I’d looked in the other direction and missed Eloise turning and raising her arm to reach the switch, I would have heard her fabric shift. Otherwise, the bulb hadn’t busted because I hadn’t heard a pop or shards of glass tinkling against the ground.

      Was an entity behind us?

      No, that option made no sense. All three of us stood next to the door. There would have been no space for the entity. Then again, while made of energy, a ghost wasn’t corporeal. It had no body. So it could have moved right through us, the same way it could walk through walls. After all, I had experienced a chill a short while ago.

      My throat all but closed up on me.

      Nona’s shoes slid a few inches to my right. “Eloise, did you turn off the light?”

      “Uh-uh,” she said.

      “Jocelyn?”

      “Nope,” I whispered.

      I scanned the room and spotted only two barely visible sources of light: a tiny lit red circle, which I assumed belonged to the camera that Dylan used, and the three-inch screen of the Thermal Imaging Camera, which I had trouble seeing because it jostled every time Shadow moved.

      Then he finally stopped moving up ahead of us, and I was finally able to see the screen, upon which there were two splotches of yellow: Midnight and Dylan, the latter of whom Shadow now stood behind.

      “We did not,” Nona said, articulating each word in a grave tone. “Switch off the light. Eloise, I recommend using the flashlight feature on your cell phone.”

      “Just a sec…Shoot, I left it in my purse in the library. Jocelyn?”

      “Mine’s charging in the same place. I recalled that Nona had an old flip phone that she infrequently checked, and since she had asked us, I presumed she didn’t have it on her.

      Midnight chuckled. “Still trying to mess with our heads, huh? Shadow, what have you got?”

      “I’m picking up you and Dylan. Nothing else.”

      “She’s not messing with you,” Eloise said. “None of us turned off the light.”

      “Okay,” Midnight said with a sigh, as though to pacify us. “Shadow, do a three-sixty to pick up any cold spots in the room.” A few seconds passed. “Hey!” he shouted.

      One of the wine racks shook, threatening to tip over as the bottles clinked in their slots.

      I scanned the darkness, but I couldn’t see anything. I turned my attention to Shadow in hopes of seeing something through his EMF meter.

      “Whoa!” said Midnight. “Something just banged into me. Dylan, did you get that? I’m gonna see what’s up with this fucker!” There was a moment of silence. “Where’s my phone? Whoever hit me just snatched my phone!”

      That sounded odd. I’ve heard that ghosts can move things or even bang into a person like what had happened with Nona a short while ago, but I didn’t think they could remove a phone from someone’s pocket, if that’s indeed where Midnight had stored it.

      I pressed my back against the door, felt for the knob, and my knuckles knocked against it. I lifted my hand again, grabbed the knob, and twisted it.

      Only it wouldn’t budge.

      “Then how did the light turn off?” asked Midnight.

      I looked into the darkness, straining to see a shred of light, something that would give me a hint of what had entered the room with us. But no. Nothing.

      My breath came quick. I stirred in place, putting my weight from one foot to the other, wanting to move, but I didn’t want to bump into Nona and accidentally send her sprawling to the ground.

      “This doesn’t feel right,” said Eloise, her voice trembling. “I don’t like this.” She swallowed hard like she was trying her best to force down food much larger than her throat would allow.

      “Okay,” Midnight said in a high-pitched voice. “Somebody, tell me what you see?”

      I clenched the knob with my palm. I tried to turn it again, but my hand moved around in a circle on the handle. Had it been locked from the inside?

      “Eloise?” asked Nona with a calm tone. “Do you sense anything unusual?”

      “Yes.”

      I waited for her to say something. Anything. It didn’t happen.

      I fumbled around the doorknob for the lock. My hand bumped the brass before falling away, only to knock my knuckles against it again, hoping to locate a lever to unlock the door.

      It didn’t exist.

      Whoever had installed the lock had purposely selected the lock to function this way.

      “It’s a ghost?” Midnight asked. “Well, it seems we may have fallen upon a stroke of good luck.” Despite his words, his quickened words made it clear he was anxious.

      I tried to catch another glimpse of the screen on the EMF meter, but I couldn’t, which told me that Shadow held the meter in front of him, shielding me from catching sight of it. Either that or he’d tilted it in a direction I couldn’t see.

      “Guys,” I barely managed to say. “We’re locked in.” I reached for my key in hopes that there might be a keyhole.

      “What?” Eloise asked, jumping beside me because her arms banged into mine. “Something’s...here.”

      I fumbled for Nona’s hand and bumped her hip before I found her soft yet wrinkly fingers. I stuck the key in her palm. “See if there’s a keyhole and unlock the door.”

      “All right.” She swiveled around, banged into my left arm, and slid her feet against the ground as she slowly shifted around. She grunted. “Dammit!”

      It was the first time I’d heard Nona sound anything but self-assured. If this entity had been the evil presence she had spoken of, I could understand why she had curtailed her ordinarily long explanatory responses. With Nona busy with the door, I turned my attention to what Eloise said only a few seconds ago: Something’s here.

      “Eloise?” I asked. “What’s here?”

      “It’s…” Eloise trailed off.

      I did my best to silence my mind from spinning too many abstract possibilities. I stayed in place, trying to identify what made its way into this room and turned off the light. It didn’t work. If anything, I became more nervous and less inclined to determine what had joined us.

      “Eloise!” I snapped. “What is it?”

      “The evil thing.”

      My heartbeat hammered beneath my lungs. I focused on my surroundings. It took only moments to realize the air had grown thicker than mere moments ago. Every muscle below my neck stiffened, but I glanced around for the entity Eloise had spoken of. I still didn’t see anything.

      “Well, Shadow?” Midnight said. “Anything?”

      “No. Except…wait.” He sounded intrigued yet surprised. “That’s bizarre.”

      Nona bumped into my left shoulder. I reached out, found one bony shoulder and slid my free hand along her neck until I grasped her other shoulder, and stepped aside so she could take the spot I’d just vacated. Every muscle in her back and arms were tightly coiled as if she’d prepared to do battle because I’d taken her out of the action and put myself in her place, but it felt like the right thing to do.

      “Goddammit, Shadow!” Midnight shouted. “What do you see?”

      “A cold spot. To my right.”

      “Get a reading on it,” Midnight said. “Dylan? Have you got him in the shot?”

      “One minute,” Dylan said. “I’ve…yeah, I’ve got him, but there’s something in front of him. It’s dark…and shimmery. It’s moving like a wave of smoke. Wait, now it looks like a person.”

      “Oomph.”

      My ears rang with the guttural sound of wind getting knocked from someone’s chest. Who was it? Shadow? Or Dylan? I may not have liked Shadow, but I still didn’t want him to get hurt. I blinked and shifted my neck forward, trying my best to see through the darkness.

      No luck. It was pitch black.

      There was a sharp crack. And then another swift crack, softer this time. Three more followed it.

      “What was that?” I asked, gasping for air. “Someone say something.”

      “Oh shit!” Dylan said in a tight voice.

      To our right, something solid thumped against the floor.

      I jumped at the sound, my pulse pounding in my throat. I attempted to slow my heartbeat, but concentrating on it only made it knock harder, faster. “Nona? Any luck?”

      “There’s no keyhole.”

      My nerves jutted under my skin to move. I’d have given anything to get out of here, but that possibility didn’t seem likely any time soon. Still, I couldn’t just stand around.

      “Dylan!” Midnight said. “What’s wrong?”

      I didn’t want to approach the evil thing, but someone had to do something. I started forward to face the unknown, unseen enemy.

      “Shadow, say something!” Midnight snatched oxygen every second. “Shadow?” His voice was tinged with fright. “Goddammit!”

      Footsteps pounded the floor, approaching me slowly.

      I stopped moving. Sweat broke out on my brow at the idea that the corner we stood in would become even more compact, more claustrophobic.

      “Shadow,” said Dylan in a tremulous voice. “Wait! He’s on the ground. He’s…not moving.”

      Despite the uncertainty of what occurred ahead of me, I couldn’t let whatever attacked Shadow set its sights on Dylan without helping him. I whirled to my right and stepped forward at the same moment I felt Eloise’s arm inadvertently jab into my rib before trying to brush past my field of vision. At least I’d have some backup in case I ran into trouble.

      “Shadow?” Midnight asked, almost choking on the name. “Shadow, please. Say something.”
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      Ahead and to the right, a slit of light to the right flashed only to vanish a second later. The chill disappeared. So did the thickness in the air.

      My foot bashed into something on the ground, and I stopped short of pitching forward.

      A light flashed in the darkness.

      I flinched and staggered backward, doing my best to reorient myself to my surroundings. Then I caught sight of what I’d bumped into.

      Shadow’s body.

      It lay on the ground, arms and legs strewn about at awkward angles. Catching sight of his head made my mouth shoot open, but a soundless scream died in my throat.

      His chin nestled against the ground facing us, but his spine now fit in the space his chest had inhabited only moments ago. Someone had snapped his neck and twisted it around.

      “Oh my God!” Midnight shouted from the other end of the room. He raced over to his friend and skidded next to the corpse, his mouth open wide and his eyes bulging as he took in the horrific scene before him. “Oh my God!” he repeated. He made fists and whirled around, looking in every direction, expecting an attack. “What happened?” With a feral glance around the room, he set a glare upon Dylan. “What did you see?”

      Dylan tore his gaze away from Shadow. Even though he’d looked away, his lips were still peeled back in terror, as though his mind’s eye couldn’t avoid the image of seeing Shadow’s head wrenched around.

      “Hey!” Midnight shouted. He leaped to his feet and jumped into Dylan’s face. “What did you see?”

      Dylan just stared at him, impassive

      Midnight ripped the camera from Dylan’s hands. He stuffed it in his belly, spun around, and darted for the corridor.

      Nona stepped aside from it a half-second before Midnight would have otherwise plowed into her.

      He grabbed the doorknob, twisted it, and opened it. He jumped out into the corridor.

      I stared at the doorknob, shocked. A second later, I looked at Nona, who seemed just as disoriented as I felt. “Did you open it?”

      She shook her head, speechless.

      In the seconds after the light switched on until the moment we’d found Shadow’s body, someone had unlocked the door.

      I hurried into the hallway with Eloise and Dylan on my heels.

      Midnight ran about ten yards off to the left, halted, and put the camera to his eyes, surely checking the video Dylan had recorded. He watched in silence. Moments later, he wrapped a palm around his mouth.

      When Nona and Eloise assembled beside me, I caught Dylan’s eye. “What did you see?”

      “I don’t know.” He looked askance and shook his head, his facial muscles twitching. “I watched that form turn into a figure and then it just vanished into smoke.”

      “Spirits can show up as a mass on video,” Eloise said.

      “I don’t understand,” Midnight said before going silent. He cringed and bit into his palm so hard that blood seeped across it, yet he didn’t seem to notice. Then he looked up at Dylan and heaved for air. “You’re the only one who saw what happened, so what did this?”

      “We both saw the same thing.”

      Midnight stalked over to us. “But I don’t know what I saw.” He looked to Nona. “What kind of ghost could snap a person’s neck?”

      She interlaced her hands into a ball at her waist. “I’m so sorry.” The fear that had gripped her had subsided, and she seemed to have regained her composure. “I know you two were very close.”

      At those words, tears entered Midnight’s eyes. He turned aside and took measured breaths. “But could a ghost have done that?”

      “A poltergeist can pinch, bite, or hit a person. I’m not aware of one that can twist a person’s neck, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t possible.”

      “So, it’s conceivable.”

      “If the spirit unleashes enough energy, I suppose it is, but again, it would need a tremendous amount of energy to accomplish that. I’ve never encountered a ghost with that much power.”

      Midnight gnashed his teeth together and turned back to Nona, a wicked gleam in his eyes. “We’ve got a murderous spirit on the property. How do we kill it?”

      “Please let me continue,” Nona said, reaching out to put a hand on Midnight’s elbow. “A poltergeist will ordinarily attach itself to a person, not a home. Had you noticed any peculiar activity around Shadow before—”

      “He wasn’t haunted,” Midnight said with an edge to his tone. “I’d have noticed something.”

      “Troubled or restless spirits may try to frighten others and taunt them, but I’d imagine that very few have the rage or energy necessary to end a human life.”

      “Then what could have done it?” asked Midnight. “Huh? Do you have an explanation for that?”

      “We’ve got to go to the cops,” said Dylan. “We need to tell them—”

      Midnight spun around, letting Nona’s hand fall from his shoulder, and pointed at him. “No way. Not gonna happen.” He dragged a forearm across his sweaty forehead.

      “Why not?” Eloise asked and tried to sidestep Midnight, only to have him block her path once, twice, a third time. “This is the second paranormal investigator that has died here?”

      “That we know of,” Dylan said. “There could be more.”

      Midnight ignored him and focused on Eloise. “Why not go to the police?” He scoffed. “You’re really asking that question?” He put a hand to his ear as though holding a phone to his ear. “Hello, officer, a ghost snapped my friend’s neck. I know it sounds odd, but…no, sir, we don’t know how it happened. Yes, I know it sounds impossible, but we’re in a haunted house, so—”

      “He’s your friend,” said Nona. She looked into his eyes “Do you think he’d want you to stay here knowing something killed him?”

      “Yes. I know Shadow. You don’t. He’d want us to finish this mission.”

      Dylan raised his eyebrows and shook his head as if we were observing the rantings of a lunatic.

      “I’ve been investigating paranormal phenomena,” Nona said, “longer than you’ve been alive. In all that time, I’ve never lost anyone before.”

      “No,” Midnight said, wiping more perspiration from his cheeks. “He wouldn’t want us to give up.”

      “Give up?” I asked. “Your friend died. Do you remember what Lacey said? Mr. Hazard has hired countless investigators, but none have lasted more than half a day. Maybe this is why. Maybe people come here and die.”

      A sneer settled on Midnight’s face. “I’m not leaving.”

      “Is this about the money?” I asked. “You’re afraid of losing out? Because it isn’t worth dying for.”

      “Come on, man!” Dylan said, “She’s right. Ten grand isn’t worth losing your life over.”

      Eloise looked at me with an odd expression, one that said, if you don’t tell the truth, I will.

      I’d had a couple of opportunities to speak with Dylan privately under calmer circumstances, but I hadn’t the nerve to interrupt him and share the truth about the winnings. As Eloise now made clear, I couldn’t wait another moment. Not under these circumstances. “Dylan, the prize money is much more than ten thousand dollars. Midnight lied to you.”

      He craned his neck in my direction with a confused stare. “What do you mean?”

      Midnight spun toward him. “Look, Dylan, we’ll go talk about this privately, okay?”

      Dylan snarled at him. “What kind of money are we talking about?”

      Midnight raised his hands to shoulder level in a placating manner. “Quite a bit more than the deal we agreed upon.”

      “Well, go on,” he said, advancing toward him with cautious steps. “How much?”

      “A million dollars,” I blurted out.

      “What?” Dylan shifted toward me as his face went slack. “You’re kidding, right? This is a joke.”

      I shook my head. I scolded myself for not telling him earlier, but it would have resulted in the same response.

      Dylan pivoted toward Midnight. “One. Million. Dollars?” His body tensed as he approached him at a quickened pace. “You lying bastard!”

      Midnight glared at me with so much hatred that if he’d had Superman’s heat vision, I would have been incinerated within a few seconds. But if he hadn’t tried to cheat Dylan out of a fair contract, he would’ve had no reason to be upset.

      “Look, we’ll work something out,” Midnight said, shaking his hands in an effort to get Dylan to relax. “Just chill, okay?”

      “Chill?’ Dylan entered Midnight’s personal space. “You want me to chill? Like in that locked wine cellar? With some kind of monster that killed your friend? I risked my life for a measly ten grand? And you want me to chill?” He clenched his hands into fists.

      “We found you last minute,” Midnight said. “We don’t even know each other. For all I know, you could’ve killed Shadow.”

      “You piece of shit. How could I be behind the camera and in front of it to kill Shadow at the same time?”

      “I’m going to the police,” repeated Eloise.

      “No!” Midnight shouted. “I told you: Shadow wouldn’t want that. He was my best friend. My only friend. I knew him better than anyone, and I’m telling you, he wouldn’t want that. Not yet. Not until after we find out what’s going on in this house.”

      Nona, stuck between both groups, extended one arm toward Dylan and I and another toward Eloise and Midnight. “He’s right. Shadow wouldn’t want this.”

      I couldn’t understand why Nona spoke for someone she barely knew.

      “I know,” she said with a resolute stare, “because that’s what he told me a moment ago.”

      We all stared at her, unable to speak.

      “You see,” she said,” he’s standing right beside me.”
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      “Where is he?” I asked, glancing around for someone I doubted I’d see. Eloise stated that ghosts needed to build up their power base to reveal themselves to others, and I doubted Shadow had enough time to accomplish that requisite. A slight chill floated around me. It felt nothing like the coolness that gathered in the wine cellar a short while ago, but it remained fixed in place as when you opened the freezer and felt the crisp air that drifted only a few inches out from it.

      Regardless, because I’d communicated with a ghost in the bathroom earlier and since I didn’t murder Shadow, I didn’t fear him or consider him a threat. Likewise, I wasn’t as creeped out by his presence as I would have been thirty minutes ago.

      “Shadow didn’t see his killer,” Nona said, now essentially staring at the wall, although Eloise approached her, making it clear that she also sensed Shadow’s spirit. “Shadow had his back to the killer, but Midnight is correct: Shadow wants us to find his killer.”

      Dylan, no longer concerned with the topic of the payout, stared at Nona in wonder. “This is real? You’re talking with a ghost.”

      “Well, he thinks he’s talking, but he’s actually not making a sound. I’m reading his lips.”

      Midnight stumbled toward Nona, his knees buckling with every step, as though he’d trudged a mile through one-foot of mud. Tears sprang to his eyes and spilled down his cheeks. He directed his attention in the general whereabouts that Nona stared. “Shadow?” he asked in a broken voice. “Baby, is that you?”

      Dylan and I swapped glances upon hearing that Midnight and Shadow had obviously been much closer than we’d thought.

      “I’m so sorry,” Midnight continued. “It all happened so fast. I couldn’t see anything.” He spun toward Nona, and one of his knees bent at an awkward angle, plunging him to the ground. Gasping for oxygen as though the air had grown thin, he struggled to capture enough to sustain him. He lowered his head and sobbed.

      “He doesn’t blame you,” Nona said in a compassionate tone. “He already misses you and hates that he’ll never feel your touch again…your squiggly? I don’t know what that means.”

      Midnight chuckled, granting him a short reprieve from the sorrow in his heart. “My pudginess. That’s what he called it.”

      “He wants you to find this entity,” Nona said, taking a few moments between every few words to comprehend what Shadow told her. “He wants you to become world famous. He thinks this house will make that happen. He wants you to start filming again right now.”

      Upon hearing those words, Midnight no longer struggled to capture enough breath in his lungs. He licked his lips, swallowed, and winced again. He choked back another sob. Then he used his fingers to clear the tears from his cheeks and chin. “Does he…see something? Is something dangerous nearby?”

      Nona shook her head. “Not yet. But it’s here. He can feel it.”

      “How about you?” I asked. “Can you feel it, too?”

      “Yes,” Nona and Eloise said in tandem.

      Midnight looked in the direction Nona faced. “What should we do with his…?”

      “Nothing,” Nona said. “Not until we find the killer. He feels tremendous suffering here, which Eloise and I have also experienced, and he wants it to end before he leaves.”

      “He’s okay?” asked Midnight.

      Nona hesitated to answer and even blanched.

      “He’s not in pain though, right?” Midnight looked up at her with a pleading look in his eyes.

      “No, his pain is emotional from having lost you. He’s also very upset that he left on terms other than his own.”

      I hadn’t even considered the possibility that they were a couple. They hadn’t been too affectionate. On second thought, I shouldn’t have expected them to show an affinity towards each other. After all, they were working and needed to remain professional. Other than a pat on the back or shoulder, they had done a great job of keeping things on the down-low. Plus, Midnight’s tirade earlier against homosexuality made me think he was repulsed by those who were gay.

      Midnight nodded. “I understand. But we can’t leave his body—”

      “He says that his physical body means nothing. It’s his heart and mind that he wants you to remember.”

      I found it interesting that Shadow had been so irritating in real life, but much less so in the afterlife. I could understand his anger at being murdered. Who wouldn’t? But otherwise, dying made all your problems go away, except for being dead, that is.

      This turn of events also made me see Midnight in a new light. He’d shown such tenderness for Shadow that I no longer saw him as just an aggravating nuisance. I hoped this devastating loss would eventually allow him to reveal his softer, kinder qualities more often in the future.

      “So now what?” asked Dylan. He gently removed the camera from Midnight’s hand.

      “I can’t do this,” said Midnight. “Not now. Not after this. Not without him.”

      “You must,” Nona said, “and please realize I’m speaking for him. Otherwise, his death will have been in vain. He wants you to catch the killer.”

      Midnight shook his head. “He was my rock.” He placed both knees on the ground and stooped over. “When I didn’t believe in myself, he did. Shadow never left me until…”

      I felt an outpouring of empathy for Midnight. I hadn’t thought him capable of so much love, so much devotion. And for that reason, I couldn’t overlook the unrelenting sadness that he tried to work through.

      “Shadow still believes in you,” Nona said. “And if you love him, you’ll give him the closure he needs. Besides…” Her voice ticked upwards. “You need to hit the big time. Remember?”

      Midnight lifted his head and stared at her, but the faraway look in his eyes made it known that he didn’t see her. “To get on cable,” he said. “Millions of viewers.”

      “Millions,” she agreed. “But it all starts with getting up and doing your job.”

      “Getting up,” he repeated in monotone. “For my job. To get a cable show. Seen by millions. Every week.”

      I still didn’t like Midnight. I doubted I ever would. Despite that, I’d try to give him the space he needed to work through this tragedy. That way, we could find the entity that took Shadow’s life and send it on its way, so it never hurt another human being again.

      Nona turned to me with an insistent stare. “You, Eloise, and Dylan should retreat to the library while I speak with Midnight.”

      Tears had scrawled down his face again. He sort of collapsed in on himself and looked as if all the life had been drained out of him.

      I presumed she wanted to relate more of what Shadow had to tell Midnight, and since some of that might be personal, I agreed with her suggestion. “No problem.”

      Without a word, we made our way to the library. Once inside, we commiserated about what we’d experienced. Afterward, I retrieved my phone as did Eloise in the event that the lights went out again and we needed a source of luminosity.

      “You said the ‘evil thing’ was in the wine cellar with us?” I said to Eloise. “What convinced you it was evil?”

      “Every entity carries a signature; a certain heaviness in the air. I can sense it when it grows near, and I can feel what it feels. In this case, it wanted death. Many spirits are angry. Some want to hurt others. But I’ve never encountered one that had only one intention: murder.”

      “So now you’re saying that ghosts are dangerous?” I asked.

      Eloise looked deep in thought and remained that way for a long beat. Finally, she opened her mouth to speak, but then she closed her lips, appearing at a loss for words. In the end, she just shrugged, turned her palms face up, and her expression seemed to say that she didn’t know what to think anymore.

      Since I’d entered the mansion, I’d felt like I’d learned to control my impulses when it came to dealing with ghosts, but now I felt less than equipped to handle this murderous entity. Still, I’d need to trust my senses in hopes that, if it were nearby, I’d recognize it and turn to Nona and Eloise for help. I may have eased the worries of the ghost in the bathroom upstairs, but I didn’t think simply communicating with a blood-thirsty spirit would persuade it to stop killing humans and leave this mansion behind.

      “It must have been pretty powerful,” I said, “to snap Shadow’s neck and then disappear right afterward.”

      Eloise looked dejected as she went over to the bookcase.

      To see her go off on her own without talking through her feelings unsettled me. Then again, books seemed to comfort her, so it made sense that she’d seek them out now.

      Dylan sat on the armrest portion of the chair beside me. “How’re you doing?”

      “I’m scared.”

      “Yeah, I hear you. But it could be worse.”

      “Shadow died. How could it be worse?”

      “We could be dead.”

      He had a point. It put things in perspective. “How about you? Coming to terms with the big lie?”

      Dylan blew air between his lips. “That was a shock, and I’m going to overlook it because Midnight lost someone he loved. That’s a lot to deal with. Hell, it’s a lot for me to deal with. I watched him die. My money troubles pale in comparison, you know?”

      I’d been so terrified in the pitch black wine cellar that I forgot that he’d seen the whole thing happen. “I’m so sorry. That’s…I don’t know what to say.”

      He nodded with a grief-stricken expression. “Not much you can say to something like that.”

      “You’re a decent guy, Dylan.” To see both him and Eloise lost in despondency threatened to drag me into despair as well. To avoid that fate, and to lighten the mood, I feigned uncertainty. “You’re not secretly gay, too, are you? I’m cool with it if you are, but I was hoping—”

      “I think your gaydar is broken. You may want the Geek Squad to take a look at it.” He paused, folded his arms, and cocked an eyebrow. “Hmmm. You said you were ‘hoping.’ Hoping for what?”

      Hearing him call out my slip of the tongue, my chest grew tight and heat rushed up my neck and into my face. “Oh, I, um…”

      “Hey, guys,” said Eloise. “Check this out!”

      We went over to Eloise, who faced the bookcase and paged through what looked like a thin, self-published, hand-crafted book: the spine wasn’t too sturdy, it was oversized, and the lettering was off-center. “What’s that?” I asked.

      “This book,” she said, shaking it but clenching it tightly as though unwilling to part with it, “is a family history of the Hazards.”

      Dylan and I traded a wordless glance before returning our attention to the book.

      Eloise snapped it shut. It was titled “The Dukes of Hazard.”

      “Ah, funny,” I said, finding it quite unfunny, especially since the name Hazard was spelled differently than the TV show. Looking further, however, I’d placed too much emphasis on the title and the black and white photo of the dozen people standing in front of the mansion we currently inhabited. “Whoa!”

      “Right?” said Eloise, nodding with a furtive smile. “According to the introduction, the title is accurate. The eldest Hazard was an English duke before moving his living relatives to the U.S.” She flipped some pages.

      Narrative filled only a short portion of each page, which was mostly devoted to family pictures. Eloise flicked some more pages, which showcased how the mansion developed as the children became adults and had families of their own, although none of them smiled for the photos that were taken.

      The pictures showed the elevator being built in the early twentieth century, an early incarnation of the game room being constructed during the Great Depression, the pool room a few decades later, and the exercise gym in the 1980s.

      “Did you notice,” Eloise said, “how the painted walls in some of the rooms grew darker as the years passed? For example, the rooms started out a salmon color before giving way to green than light blue, and even navy blue, but in the 1990s, many of the walls were dark gray and some were even black. Matter of fact: the copyright of this book shows it was published after the turn of the century.”

      I looked up because there had been so many rooms that I hadn’t inspected. Sure enough, the walls surrounding us were a dark gray. “Why do you suppose they did that?”

      “Maybe,” Dylan said, “they painted the walls based on how they felt here. This entire place is so dark and lonely. There aren’t any photos on the walls and very little art.”

      “Mr. Hazard removed most of his valuables before leaving,” Eloise said.

      “I get that,” I said. “But Dylan’s got a point. Do you think it has anything to do with the deaths that occurred here?” I motioned to the book. “We went through it pretty quickly. Let’s take a longer look and see if the author mentions anything about ghosts.”

      Eloise took the book over to the armchairs. We scooted them together and paged through the book, only moving on after each of us had taken in the pictures and narrative.

      “No one is smiling in any of the pictures,” I said. “Depressing family.”

      “Depressing mansion,” said Eloise. She turned to the last page of the book.

      The picture made me gasp and start to tremble.

      “What is it?” asked Eloise. “What’s wrong?”

      I pointed at the fit man in the photo, the one with the goatee and the same suit he’d worn when he’d appeared behind me in the bathroom mirror. “It’s the ghost from the game room.”

      “No way!” Dylan scooted closer to Eloise to check out his photograph.

      Eloise placed her index finger along the narrative under the picture. “It says his name is Markus Hazard. But that’s impossible. He just offered us the million dollars to get rid of the ghosts here.”

      “I know what I saw,” I responded, chilled by the image on the page. “That man is dead.”

      After I took some time to regain my composure, I motioned to the picture of the little girl who appeared to be around eleven-years-old who stood directly in front of Mr. Hazard. He draped his hands over her shoulders in a prideful manner.

      The child had her blond hair in pigtails. She wore a Winnie the Pooh sundress.

      “That must be the little girl whom Nona met in the hallway,” I said. “The one who’d gotten stabbed in the back. Looking closer, I noticed that they both had eyes set far apart from their noses, the same soft chin, and the same haunted look in their eyes. “I could be wrong, but she looks like his daughter.”

      “You’re right,” Eloise said. “It says his daughter is the last remaining heir of the family.”

      “So they’re both dead?” Dylan asked. “What did this family do? Kill each other for sport?”

      “We can’t assume they killed each other,” said Eloise. “There was no mention in the book of degenerative diseases or unexpected deaths.”

      “Both Markus Hazard and his daughter were wearing those same outfits when they died, so I think they may have died the day that picture was taken.”

      “Okay,” Dylan said, “but Lacey told us that Mr. Hazard was the last remaining member of this family. And if he and his daughter are dead, the family tree is complete.”

      That unsettled me beyond knowing they may have died on the same day. “If that’s true, then who published this book?”
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      Just as Eloise closed the book, I spotted a photograph that caught my eye, and I slid my hand into the spot that caught my interest.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      I spread the book open again and pointed to a teenage girl with long red hair, full cheeks, and haunted, yet radiant eyes. Eyes that seemed older and wiser than her years dictated. A gaunt elderly man stood beside her with a hand draped on her right shoulder. “That girl,” I said, ignoring the gentleman in the picture beside her. “She looks familiar.” I checked the narrative and discovered her name was Samantha Hazard, while the man next to her was named Alfred Hazard.

      “Wait,” Eloise said. “Alfred was the angry spirit that attacked Nona.”

      “And he was angry because a teenager attacked him,” I said. “What if that girl was the one who killed him?”

      “That’s pretty far-fetched,” said Dylan.

      Eloise motioned to him. “But you’re the one who asked if this family killed each other for sport. Stop putting ideas into Jocelyn’s head.”

      “Those eyes…” After a long moment, I shook off the sensation. “There are puzzle pieces with this family and all the murders that have occurred here over the years. I was just trying to connect the pieces.”

      “Pretty tough to do,” Dylan said, “since we have so little information to go on. You’d probably have to do a lot of guessing to fill in the blanks.”

      I nodded but didn’t say anything. Despite that, I couldn’t take my eyes off that teenager. I couldn’t get over the feeling that I’d met her. A second later, Eloise shut the book and my thoughts on this subject disintegrated.

      She got to her feet and started toward the hallway. “I’m going to give Nona an update.”

      Dylan and I followed her. When we entered the corridor, neither Nona nor Midnight was in the vicinity.

      Eloise closed a door she’d poked her head into and turned back to us. “They’re not in there.”

      “I’ll take the other side of the hall,” I rushed over to the room opposite the library. It was an empty closet, so I shut the door.

      Dylan ran past me. “I’ll check downstairs.”

      I hurried over to the wine cellar. I didn’t want to look inside, but Midnight may have persuaded Nona to move the body for one reason or another. I inspected the room, keeping my gaze at eye level. Not seeing either of them, I spun toward the hallway, but in doing so, I glanced at the ground to see if they’d indeed moved Shadow’s body.

      It was gone.

      Why would Midnight and Nona move it? What would that accomplish? They surely knew that moving a corpse would upset the police, who needed to account for the last moments leading up to an individual’s death. Once we contacted the police, the detectives would ask why we’d disrupted the crime scene.

      Assuming Midnight and Nona hadn’t moved Shadow’s body meant something else had moved the corpse. If spirits relied on batteries, electricity, and the emotions humans gave off to give them a power boost just to tap on a toilet or push Nona, they would need an incredible surge to snap Shadow’s neck or lug his body out of the wine cellar.

      Granted, I hadn’t investigated this entire mansion, but I doubted anything in this home could supply such a potent amount of power. No burst of energy could deliver such an overwhelming jolt that would allow a ghost to pull a corpse. It was completely impossible.

      Therefore, something else had done the job. Something composed of solid matter. Something that lived and breathed and lurked in the mansion.

      Eloise appeared in the doorway, out of breath and looking harried. “Something’s wrong. I can feel it!” She’d folded her arms across her chest, and her body quaked in place. “I should go look around for something that might give us a clue as to why this happened.”

      Since she had a closer relationship with Nona than I did, Eloise would probably benefit from not running around the mansion with her mind concocting unrelentingly bleak scenarios. “No,” I said, “I’ll check things upstairs. You stay on this floor and keep searching the rest of the rooms.”

      I ran to the staircase and hurried up the steps. I started at the wing on the right and made my way through a handful of bedrooms, a den, and a closet. I didn’t see Nona, Midnight, or Shadow’s body anywhere.

      I entered the bathroom in which I’d communicated with the ghost. A chill enveloped me and brought goosebumps to my flesh. The air felt choked off. Just as I turned to leave, Mr. Hazard stared at me through the mirror. Once again, he stood right behind me.

      I jolted toward the sink at the unexpected appearance and was about to dart out of the room, but my mind snagged on the notion not to run. He hadn’t attempted to harm me. Even more encouraging, he hadn’t appeared to anyone else in the mansion. There had to be a reason that he’d returned.

      I lowered my head, so I wouldn’t have to look at him, wouldn’t have to see him standing behind me. I clutched onto the sink, and my hands trembled, but I recalled how I’d successfully communicated with a different spirit in this same room. That memory helped me control my fluttering heart.

      “Are you Markus Hazard? Hit the wall once for yes or twice for no.”

      There was a loud knock on the wall behind me.

      I slowly raised my head and looked at him in the mirror.

      He stared at me with an expectant gaze.

      Based on his expression, I felt that looking at him felt too intrusive as if I were seeing something I had no right to observe. I lowered my gaze again. It would make it easier to communicate without letting my nerves get the best of me. “Is there something you want to tell me?”

      Another rap on the wall.

      “Did you hire us to remove the entities in this mansion?”

      Two knocks.

      “Did Lacey London hire us?”

      One knock.

      “Why did Lacey lie by saying that you’d hired us? Why hadn’t she told us that you’d died?”  Of course, I’d asked questions that Mr. Hazard couldn’t answer with a yes or no answer. I could only get those answers from Lacey. “Are you here now to tell me about the person who killed you?”

      All was quiet.

      “Are you here to warn me about something?”

      Silence.

      Impatience spread through me with little warning. It also felt foreign, like I wasn’t the one who instigated the sensation. I’d bet I was unwillingly taking on the emotions Mr. Hazard gave off. It swelled inside me, pushing through every inch of my body. I concentrated on my own feelings and managed to push back against the anxiety.

      Did he leave? Is that why he hadn’t answered? I didn’t want to look into the mirror again, but if I hoped to continue in this line of work, I needed to. I lifted my gaze and met his. If he hadn’t left, why had he refused to answer my questions?

      In the mirror, Mr. Hazard pointed toward the hall.

      His gesture implied that it held greater priority than any of my questions, so I turned and rushed through the doorway.

      The hallway was empty. I’d expected to either see or hear something. Otherwise, why would Mr. Hazard direct me to a vacant corridor?

      Maybe he wanted to show me something further on down the hall. Once again, my nerves thrummed under my skin, this time not influenced by a ghost, but from my own insecurity. For that reason, I hesitated to approach the other side of the corridor.

      Nothing seemed out of the ordinary. The lights still gave off their dull glow, and the air hadn’t seemed thick or compromised by the existence of a ghost. I neither smelled nor heard anything that might dissuade me from continuing onward. Still, something didn’t feel right. I grasped for ideas that would explain my uncertainty, but my mind caved in, providing no possibilities of what I might encounter if I continued down the corridor.

      Reluctantly, I started down the hall and swept my gaze forward and back, from left to right, searching for anything that might appear without a moment’s notice. I opened doors, stepped inside, and scanned the area, listening for the slightest sound.

      All was silent. There was no sign of either a human or spectral presence.

      Irritated, I burst into every other room on the floor, but it proved to be a worthless endeavor. So why had Mr. Hazard motioned to the hallway? I pulled up his image in my mind. Upon further consideration, I wondered if he’d angled his finger downwards.

      He could have been trying to persuade me to return to the second floor or even the lowest level. I obviously could learn nothing more from being on this floor, so I darted down the steps and decided to check on Eloise to see if she needed any help.

      I entered the personal gym and looked through the mirrors, which allowed me to see every angle of the room, but again, I didn’t find a human presence. I thought I heard Nona’s voice, but I couldn’t make out what she’d said. I left that room and continued on.

      “Don’t do this!” Nona said from a different room on this floor.

      I ran toward the corridor again.

      “Remember the old man I told you about?” she continued. “The one who was angry with me? He’s back. He’s influencing your emotions.”

      I followed her voice and entered the pool room. It was a few degrees cooler than the last time I’d visited, and although the air smelled just as disgusting as it had before, it now felt denser.

      Midnight, holding Nona tight against his chest, nestled a shiny blade under her chin as he slowly jostled her towards the pool.

      Nona’s gaze shifted from Midnight’s to mine and back to his again.

      He spun around and faced us.

      “Don’t come any closer,” he said with a sneer, “or I’ll cut this bitch!”

      My breath left me, and I wanted to talk him down, but of course, there was no air in my lungs to make that happen. Fifteen minutes ago, Nona was consoling him. And now he planned to slit her throat?

      I presumed that Midnight’s initial anger stemmed from having lost his lover. It had probably opened his mind to like-minded emotions and acted as a catalyst that captured the rampage the rage-filled ghost had obviously endured.

      “Move or scream, and I’ll start cutting.” He swayed slightly as though dancing to some rhythm only he heard.

      Paralyzed with fear, I stood in the doorway.

      “Its okay, Jocelyn,” Nona said in a calm voice. Despite being an unwilling participant, she fluctuated along with Midnight, but her wrinkled face hadn’t endured so much as a wince of fright or resentment. She appeared completely confident in the face of danger.

      I swallowed, finally took in a breath, and tried to console myself with the knowledge that if Nona wasn’t worried, I shouldn’t be either. It didn’t work. I still quaked in place, although I managed to find my voice: “Don’t do this.” My tone shook as badly as my knees.

      Unblinking, he broke out giggling in a high-pitched gleeful manner. His knife hand rose and fell with every breath. All the while, the blade poked closer to Nona’s flesh.

      I flicked my gaze to Nona. “Can spirits command us to do things against our will?”

      “They can’t command us, only influence us.” Her voice was steady and firm. “The angry, old spirit, Alfred Hazard, is whispering in Midnight’s ear. He’s spewing hatred at him.

      “Liar!” he shouted.

      “I’m not lying. Alfred Hazard is strapped to your back.”

      My heart knocked way too quickly, so I worked on slowing it by concentrating on Nona’s eyes, not the twisted grin on Midnight’s face or the knife he held. The moment I focused on either of those images, I’d lose what little poise I’d regained.

      “Stop the lies,” said Midnight.

      Nona slowly rotated her head to look back at him. “Shadow is here. He’s right in front of you. He’s pleading with you to stop all this. He’s saying you’re not a murderer.”

      Midnight looked my way with a leering grin. “When you and the others went into the library to plan my death, I had a little chat with Nona. I know what you’re all planning.” His scowl grew larger. “You all want me dead!”

      “You’re wrong,” said Nona. “We don’t want to—”

      “I saw the way Dylan looked at me. He’s pissed that I lied to him. That’s why he helped you kill Shadow.”

      I shook my head. “But you saw the video. You know they’re both innocent.”

      Midnight glared at me. “We both know there’s no such thing as ghosts.”

      “But you saw the little girl. Remember? The one Nona helped to move on? We found out that it was Mr. Hazard’s daughter.  We—”

      “Lies. A trick of the light. He winced and shook his head, which only brought the blade closer to slicing through the thin flesh around Nona’s neck. “Shadow and I have been searching for ghosts for years. Years! We’ve done ninety-one episodes on our YouTube channel. In all that time, do you know how many we found? None!”

      His words and actions, as well as his maniacal grin and protruding eyes, told me that Midnight had lost his mind. It was my job to make him see reason. “But you had evidence on your equipment,” I said, hoping to appeal to his long-held beliefs, which might persuade him to reconsider his perspective. “I saw one downstairs. It was Mr. Hazard.”

      “The man who owns this mansion? The one who hired us to find ghosts for a big payday?” He clucked his tongue against the roof of his mouth. “Now you’re lying, too.” He cocked his head to the side to look at Nona with a demented smile. “How fitting.” But he didn’t elaborate on his remark.

      At first, I tried to comprehend what he’d left unsaid, but I realized that I couldn’t understand someone who’d lost his marbles.

      “We’re all liars,” he said. “Including me. There’s nothing wrong with white lies. I tell them all the time with our one-hundred and eighty-four followers.” He chuckled again, but it was filled with disappointment and contempt. “Not even two-hundred subscribers. Three years of work and not even two-hundred subscribers. There’s a woman with thirty-something cats who has racked up over twenty-thousand followers.”

      Midnight looked down and clenched his teeth. “Twenty thousand people who want to watch cat videos.” He erupted with cynical laughter that bordered on hostility. “People waste time watching a cat play with yarn or jump off the sofa. Seriously? That’s what people are interested in nowadays? Not the possibility of the afterlife? What a bunch of fucking…” The fluorescent lights above made the knife glisten as it elicited a slight slice of red across Nona’s neck.

      Nona squinted and grunted.

      “Oops,” he said, looking displeased and even a little worried as he flinched and drew his lips back. “That was unintended.” He checked her neck. “My apologies, Nona.”

      She didn’t reply.

      Midnight had gotten so wrapped up in telling his tale that I decided to approach him slowly. Of course, I didn’t know what I’d do once I got close enough to him. I trusted something would come to mind at the right moment, so…I took my first step.

      “I lied to you, Jocelyn. I’m not a fag. I wasn’t in love with Shadow.”

      I’d seen the pure sorrow on his face upon having lost Shadow. Midnight had strong feelings for him. Those tears weren’t an act. I wanted to tell him he was delusional, but doing so might make him become even more unstable.

      “I lied about having feelings for Shadow to see what Nona would say about him, because she had to say something about it, right? She talks with ghosts all the time. They’re her buddies. I’m sure they stop by to chat with her all the time at home over some coffee and bagels. What else would dead people do but visit a hundred-year-old woman? All her old relatives and friends are begging her to die so they can go to the 24/7 McDonald’s in Heaven and throw a party for her.”

      I slid another foot forward.

      “And of course she lied,” Midnight continued. “Saying he loved me. Give me a break! Shadow never—”

      “He loved you,” Nona said in a strong voice.

      “You’re still spitting lies?” he asked. “Even now? When I’ve got this knife digging into your skin? I’ve already cut you. Want to see what it would feel like if it wasn’t an accident?”

      “He still loves you,” Nona went on. “That’s why he’s here. He can’t leave you. And these lies about not loving him are beginning to upset him. Please don’t do that. It’ll only make matters worse.”

      Midnight ground his teeth together and released a long grunt of frustration. “And the lies keep coming.”

      While he placed his attention on Nona, I risked two more steps. So far, so good. I’d thought that the adrenaline rush would have taken a rest, but the closer I got, the more energy flooded my veins.

      “You know what?” he asked Nona. “I’d been living with Shadow since our first episode. You know why? Because we hunted ghosts full-time. We couldn’t even afford to get an apartment with one-thousand square feet in it. Three years of roaming grocery aisles for cheap cereal to eat every morning. Three years of eating peanut butter from the jar every day because we couldn’t afford bread. Classy, I know. But I knew everything about Shadow. Same thing the other way around. So, no, he didn’t love me. And I never loved him.”

      “It’s bad enough that you lie to others,” Nona said. “But it’s much worse when you lie to yourself.”

      Midnight moved out from behind her, but he clamped his left hand onto Nona’s right shoulder, keeping her in place. He extended his arm in my direction and directed the dagger at my head. “Don’t take another step. You hear me? Not one more step.”

      I’d planned to move forward, but I stopped in time to keep from testing him.

      “You don’t recognize me, do you, Jocelyn?” He chuckled, but his eyes looked enraged.

      I stayed in place. “Should I?”

      “We went to school together. Middle school and high school. So yeah, you should recognize me. In all that time, we had five or six classes together.”

      Rather than attempting to once again recall Midnight as a young man, I placed all of my attention on ways to stop him from hurting Nona.

      “Nothing to say?” asked Midnight. “You sure had a lot to tell me ten years ago when we were freshmen.”

      I shook my head. “I’m sorry, I—”

      “Funny. That’s what you said back then, too. ‘I’m sorry. I can’t go out with you. You’re not my type.’”

      Not one boy had asked me out during middle school, and only three had asked me out during high school. I’d declined each date. Now with a better understanding of how we may have met, I narrowed down the selection in my mind and found the image of the first boy who asked me on a date. “Richard Linnecomb?”

      “See? You do remember me!”

      It turned out that I’d correctly identified him the first time I’d tried to place him. As a young man, Midnight couldn’t have weighed more than Nona now did. He also had bad acne and short curly hair. All of which may have made it difficult for me to now identify him, since he had packed on an extra two hundred pounds, no longer had even one pimple and grew his hair out.

      “Is that why you’re always sneering at me? Because I turned you down in high school?” I found it tough to sympathize with someone who held a grudge because I rejected him…a decade ago.

      “I’d been rejected by at least a dozen girls throughout high school, but you were a special case. You looked at me like I had leprosy. Do you know what that could do to a young man’s confidence?”

      “So you’re still angry that I looked at you wrong? Unbelievable! I was thirteen. At that age, I was awkward and self-conscious. I had braces and my body was bony. So yes, I remember you. But I also remember wondering why anyone would want to ask me out. I thought it was a joke. I thought you were trying to be mean. That’s why I looked at you that way. But you didn’t see me a minute later when I burst into the bathroom, sat t in a stall, and bawled.”

      “You were beautiful.” His eyes slid up and down my body in a creepy manner. “You still are.”

      “And now you’re threatening to cut me with that knife. What are you going to do about that?”

      “See? Still cruel. Still dismissive.”

      Nothing I could say would help mend the pain he’d built up in his mind based on my actions, so I didn’t intend to continue revisiting the past.

      “But to answer your question,” Midnight said, returning the knife under Nona’s neck. “I plan on ending Nona’s life.” He looked at her for a long stretch of time. “You are so old. Everything slows down at your age, right? What a nightmare! I bet your digestive track makes you sit on the toilet every day for an hour, and the whole time you’re praying to squeeze out a turd from that creaky, shriveled body of yours. I bet I could end your life, and you would actually thank me.”

      Despite his threat of carving that knife into Nona’s skin, I took another step toward him.

      “Let’s get the truth, Nona. You and Dylan switched places in the wine cellar. You took the camera from him. He threw that dark sheet over his body to make him look like a glob, something that didn’t have much form, and when that happened you pulled the camera away until you made a mistake and it looked like a person stood in front of the camera. But it was Dylan all along, wasn’t it?”

      “It was pitch black in there,” I said. “None of us could see a thing, and you think Dylan and Nona were going to do all of that without bumping into each other or falling down? That sounds like a conspiracy theory.”

      “No,” he said. “It’s called murder. Think about it: Dylan was the only person in the room who had enough strength to snap Shadow’s neck.” He turned a grimace upon Nona. “After he killed my partner, you two switched places again. He grabbed the camera and acted surprised, and you went back to the corner of the room. Admit it!”

      “Dylan isn’t strong enough to do that,” I said. “Besides, Eloise said an evil entity twisted his neck.” I took one more step toward him. I now stood less than ten feet from him, and I needed to formulate a plan. Otherwise, closing in on him would accomplish nothing, while also making it easier for him to follow through on his threat to cut me or Nona. I just hoped it wouldn’t come to that.

      “You said it yourself,” Nona added. “I’m almost one-hundred-years old. Do you truly believe I have the balance and eyesight to do all of that?”

      “Yesssss,” he said, drawing out the last consonant. “Apparently, from what Eloise said, you’re a badass at the gym. So yes, it’s not only possible but probable.”

      His response was evidence that he’d lost his mind: moments ago, he stated that it took her an hour to use the restroom, and now he pegged her as having cat-like reflexes. “She was joking,” I said, anger rattling the words.

      “I did not scheme to kill your lover,” Nona said.

      With a menacing growl, Midnight reared back his knife-wielding arm as if preparing to deliver a deadly blow to Nona’s face.

      I leaped toward him and yanked back that arm, spinning him around to face me in order to keep Nona from harm.

      Since he moved in a wobbly arc, Midnight obviously hadn’t anticipated the movement and struggled to regain his balance. He plunged the dagger into Nona’s chest. Crimson quickly surrounded the handle of the knife.

      “Nona!” I screamed, shocked. I blinked, hoping I’d only imagined that image, but when I opened my eyes, the knife remained lodged in her body.

      Midnight clutched onto her right shoulder with his now free hand. The extra weight he carried, not to mention the momentum he brought upon her, sent them stumbling backward.

      I darted toward them to grab hold of Nona and keeping her from leaving the ground, but a second later, they tipped off the concrete and fell onto the tarp below in the deep end of the pool, Midnight on top of Nona, pinning her underneath him.

      He weighed at least three times as much as her fragile body. And with the tarp underneath her, preventing her from slipping away from him, Nona wouldn’t be able to move more than a few inches in any direction. Midnight had all but suffocated her.
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      The impact of their bodies landing in the water sent a gust of rancid air into my face. I staggered in place for a second, my eyes watering, overcome by the urge to vomit. But if I hoped to save Nona, I had to overlook my aversion to the rotten scent. And that meant jumping in the pool and wading around in that muck to find her.

      Once the tarp pushed off to the side, although Midnight now thrashed to disentangle his body from Nona’s, I jumped into the pool a handful of feet from their sinking bodies to keep from getting punched or kicked. The cool water drenched my clothes as ripples of moisture caressed the skin just under my chin, chilling me. The foul scent hit my nose in waves, so I breathed through my mouth to keep the odor from affecting me. I pushed my upper arms hard with every stroke to close the distance between Nona and myself.

      Unfortunately, Midnight batted his arms and kicked his legs to extricate himself from the tarp, but his frantic flailing had the opposite reaction. It further entrenched the tarp around him and Nona, sinking them toward the bottom of the pool.

      A fleshless skull popped up between us, followed by the skull’s bony shoulders. Beside those bones, an emaciated, black corpse propelled itself up from under the tarp, this one jettisoning itself into the air, the full head of wispy gray hair drawn across empty eye sockets. A hand missing three fingers and a foot with only one toe floated beside it.

      These body parts clarified why the room smelled of decay. The evil entity may have dragged its victims into the pool. I didn’t know enough about decomposition to estimate how long these body parts may have been submerged, and I had no interest in guessing how many carcasses inhabited this pool.

      Too shocked to scream or even breathe, I beat my arms and kicked my legs, pushing me away from more bodies springing to the surface. All the while, I clenched my teeth and shut my lips to keep water from squirting into my mouth.

      The movement caused a few other skeletal remains to bob up—arms, legs, and craniums—before sinking into the water once more. At the same time, by sweeping my arms and kicking, I occasionally battered solid objects under the water, and I did everything possible not to contemplate what my appendages hit.

      If I hoped to avoid getting my arms and legs snagged by dead organs, teeth, and eyeballs, I’d need to reach Nona before Midnight dragged them down deeper. I focused on finding Nona and closed my mind to the putrid scent and decaying body parts that surrounded me.

      I scanned the pool, hoping to see a portion of Nona’s clothing, but the dark water prevented me from spotting her. I surged toward Midnight’s sinking body, where only his bent knees were visible. He would soon be subsumed by darkness, and I needed to grab hold of him now, so I could find Nona.

      I reached out, clenched his left pant leg, and pushed myself toward him. Of course, with Midnight constantly beating his legs, my arm jerked in every direction, forcing me to wriggle along with him. The longer I held on, the more likely my arm might rip out of its socket, so I let go.

      I presumed Midnight kicked and bucked as a mechanism of self-preservation. He was engulfed and caught in tarp like a fish snagged in the plastic placed around six-packs of soda.

      I scanned the pool and caught sight of the tarp, but it was descending along with Nona and Midnight. I took in a deep breath and pushed toward it while keeping my neck held high to continue breathing and to keep the water out of my eyes.

      Snatching the edge of the tarp, I pulled it in my direction, but with Midnight twisting his body so much, my efforts were futile. I’d hoped to stay on the fringes while removing the tarp to free them, but it seemed I’d have no choice but to get more involved.

      So I swam over to them and tried to avoid the water splashing all over, but the droplets sprayed my face. I did my best to overlook how the water sloshed above my chin and swayed against my flesh just under my lower lip. Knowing that flesh and bone had been marinated in the water, I fought the urge to vomit once, twice, a third time.

      I grabbed a good portion of the tarp and wrapped it around my waist. I hoped to use my body weight to pull it away from them, which would hopefully free Nona.

      I set my feet along the ground, but since I was only a few inches over five feet, I needed to tilt my head back just to see and breathe. I trudged toward the left edge of the pool, but because Midnight was still thrashing so much, I couldn’t walk along the ground. I kept getting thrown off balance, jostling left and right, forward and backward.

      My plan wouldn’t work. I removed the tarp from my midsection and lunged toward Midnight.

      Shadow’s corpse popped up between us.

      Shocked to find his corpse among the other skeletons that had probably been left here, I stared into his dead eyes and jerked backward. A second later, the choppy water dunking his head before it returned to the surface, only to plunge downward again. Once more, I resisted the urge to throw up and looked away to concentrate on the task at hand.

      I’d need to disentangle Midnight from the tarp first because his body weight pushed Nona down. I couldn’t grab an arm or leg because I’d get thrown in every direction, so when I saw him twist around and his eyes and nose faced the ceiling for the briefest moment before he spun around again, I threw out an arm and grabbed a fistful of his hair. Then I yanked it in my direction.

      The pressure on his cranium made him stop flailing. I increased the pressure and dunked his face into the water, all but stopping him from moving. The more I pulled, the further I freed him from the tarp. When I let him come up for air, he coughed and gasped, pushing himself toward the other end of the pool, the one with less depth.

      The respite allowed me to dart toward Nona. I threw myself into the spot she had gone under, but I couldn’t avoid the inevitable any longer. I’d need to go underwater.

      Without a second thought, I sucked in a lungful of air and closed my eyes before diving toward her. I reached out grabbed an ankle and pulled. Thankfully, Nona hadn’t swung her body in all directions the way Midnight had.

      In fact, she hadn’t moved at all.

      Realizing that she might not have much time left before drowning if she hadn’t already, I hauled her in my direction. When I felt her moving, I’d hoped that she’d done so of her own accord and not from the natural sway of the waves. I put even more effort into the maneuver, grunting from the movement.

      I needed to get closer to the other side of the pool, the same side Midnight had retreated to. That way, I could stand on the ground and tug Nona in my direction with greater authority. Otherwise, I’d struggle to stay above ground just to breathe.

      I spun around, rose to the surface of the water, and sucked oxygen into my lungs. After I’d moved her a few feet, I immediately looped my right arm around her torso, secured her tightly, and towed her toward me. Once her body tilted to the side, I removed my arm from her stomach and back and placed the nook of my elbow just under her chin. I tugged and started walking my way toward Midnight, who glared at me while heaving for air.

      Behind that withering look, however, I saw fear flash in his eyes. Possibly fear of what he’d done. Or even worse, maybe even fear of the consequences he’d face for having stabbed Nona.

      Gasping, my muscles exhausted from having pushed them so hard, I continued dragging Nona and headed to the handrail. She was too heavy to pull out of the pool. I wouldn’t be able to accomplish that feat even with Midnight’s help. Not that he would ever consider it. Still, without the opportunity for her to lay flat on the ground, I couldn’t give her CPR, that is, if her heart was still beating.

      Please, God, let it keep beating.

      I reached the guard rail, but Nona’s eyes were still closed. If she were still breathing, she would have at some point coughed to rid the water from her lungs. That hadn’t happened. I swiveled Nona’s body to the right, groaning from the effort to move so much weight by myself. Luckily, the water made it much easier than if we were outside the pool.

      That’s when I saw the knife. Only the handle remained visible. The blade had been plunged into the upper portion of her chest, and blood continued to seep out.

      I hoped that the blade was so firmly entrenched in her chest that it prevented more blood from gushing out. On the other hand, if the knife hit an artery, Nona had no chance to live. In that case, she would have already bled out, and the murky water had simply devoured the gore.

      I heard water splashing to my left, so I glanced that way.

      Midnight strode toward me, shifting his chest left and right with the effort. “Damn you for making me do this!”

      “No.” I pushed one hand out to keep him at arm’s length. “Don’t do this!”

      Midnight’s eyes burned with fear and resentment. “If you’d only not come here, Nona wouldn’t be dead.” He looked at Nona’s chest. An unhinged grin grew large on his face. He lunged toward her and unsheathed the dagger from her chest.

      Blood spilled out like Kool-Aid from the faucet of a cooler.

      But Nona didn’t move a muscle.

      “Oh my God!” Eloise screamed from behind us.

      Midnight leaped toward me and slashed the knife in an arc. He leered at me with a crazed grin, gnashing his teeth together. He reared back his knife hand.

      “Hey!” Dylan shouted. A second later, one end of an aluminum pool pole bashed into Midnight’s left temple at the same moment his arm arced toward me.

      Midnight’s arm continued with the motion, but he was knocked off balance by the blow and accidentally impaled the knife into his own chest.

      His eyes flew open as he gasped and stared at the knife. He frowned, groaned in pain, and tore the blade from his chest. Blood poured out. He staggered back on wobbly legs and watched the gore flooding out of his body. He released a long grunt.

      Midnight stumbled backward and glared at me. Then he tripped over his feet, plunged into the water, and dropped the knife into the pool. He thrashed around the blood-filled water around him for about twenty seconds. Then he stopped moving and floated.

      I turned around to find that Eloise and Dylan had pulled Nona out of the pool. Eloise sat beside her and placed an index finger and two middle fingers on Nona’s neck, searching for a pulse. Her eyebrows drew closer as she sucked in air. “I can’t find it.”

      Dylan began performing CPR. His hands were wet with her blood.

      I pulled myself up the ladder on weakened thigh muscles and made it over to them. I tried to clear the dirty water from my eyes and get my heavy breathing under control.

      “There’s no pulse,” Eloise said, her eyes instantly filling with tears. She wheezed in a sob-less cry.

      Dylan either didn’t hear me or didn’t want to give up. He kept at it.

      “It’s no use,” I said, approaching them on unsteady legs. “She’s gone.”

      He looked at me with a puzzled expression. “What?”

      Eloise took air into her lungs and let it out in a howling cry.

      Dylan turned, saw Eloise’s grief-stricken expression, and removed his hands from Nona’s chest. He pushed away from her and labored for breath as he stared at his bloody palms.

      I collapsed beside Eloise as my eyes turned glassy with tears. “Midnight stabbed her in the chest. It must have pierced an artery or her heart. I tried to help, but I couldn’t—”

      Pulling Eloise toward me until she fell against my left shoulder, I held her tightly, not only for her sake but also to console myself for having failed to save Nona.

      “You don’t understand.” Eloise thrust her body forward again. “I need her.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said, locking my other arm around Eloise to keep from reaching Nona.

      Eloise jostled for a few more moments until she stopped moving. She let out a sob and fell against me. She grasped onto my arms and cried.

      I hadn’t known Nona nearly as well as Eloise, but I had considered her a friend, someone to admire. I’d wanted to learn more from her. But the one overriding emotion that gripped me was guilt. Guilt for not having saved her. Guilt for knowing that failure would cause her enormous family to mourn her death. And that’s when my tears fell, and I clasped onto Eloise with as much she vigor as she clung to me.

      Sometime later, after Eloise had no more tears to cry, she let out gasps.

      “We need to leave,” I said and shivered from the chill that made my wet clothes feel even colder against my flesh. However, the quiver sent pain sizzling through my side, the spot where the demon had damaged my kidneys. My adrenaline rush had fizzled and left an ache in its wake.

      “You’re damned right about that.”

      I removed my arms from around Eloise with a grunt and got to my feet. Although my side and lower back had healed somewhat before my stint in the pool, by swimming, thrashing, and pulling while in the water, I now suffered a setback. That area now throbbed. I’d need to limit use to my left side to prevent ushering in more agony. In the meantime, the way I gnashed my teeth to bite back the pain made popping more pain pills the highest priority.

      While rising, my legs were still a little wobbly. “We need to go, Eloise.”

      She stared into the pool and didn’t respond.

      The notion that she’d gone catatonic entered my mind. “Hey!” I said, hoping my abrupt tone would jar her into action. “We’ve got to go.”

      “What?” Eloise shook herself out of her reverie. She glanced around. “Oh, yes, of course.” She got up but made no attempt to move after that. “We can’t leave Nona here. Not like this.”

      “We don’t have any other choice,” Dylan said. “We’ll call the cops when we get within distance of a cell tower. They’ll take care of things.”

      I headed a few doors down to the library. When I stepped inside, I immediately removed the tiny bottle of prescription medication from my purse, popped three into my mouth, and swallowed them down with bottled water.

      As Eloise collected her belongings and waited in the threshold with her back to me, I changed into the fresh clothes I’d brought. All the while, I barely managed to stifle grunting from the pain. I wrung out my wet clothes and used them to dry my hair a little, but I wished I could remove the stink that drifted from my head. After finishing, I drained the bottled water by sprinkling it across my face to remove the grimy film and its putrid scent.

      I grabbed personal items and Eloise and I found Dylan on the main floor with his backpack slung over his shoulder. We remained silent until I grabbed hold of the doorknob and tried to twist it.

      It didn’t move.

      “What’s the problem?” asked Dylan. “Is it jammed?”

      “No,” I said. “It won’t turn.” I put some more strength into the effort, but I got the same results. I tried to unlock the deadbolt, but it didn’t move either. I removed the key Lacey had given each of us, but it wouldn’t fit into the keyhole.

      “Let me try,” Dylan said.

      I stepped aside and watched him try to twist the knob, disengage the deadbolt, and use his key. He had just as much trouble as I did. When Eloise tried her key, she just shook her head, dispirited.

      “I’m going to check the garage to see if we can exit through there.” I started for the kitchen.

      “Good idea,” said Dylan. “But you’ve done enough. Let me handle it.”

      Eloise gasped and jumped back.

      “What’s the matter?” I asked. “Is everything okay?”

      She suppressed a stunned look before a smile came over her.

      “Eloise?” I asked. Fear made my insides crawl that she’d undergone some psychological damage. I slid my palm around her left forearm. “Are you all right?”

      “Yes.” She almost cried the word as she nodded. A big grin appeared. “I’m better now.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Nona’s here with us.”
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      “Where is she?” I asked as a smile came to my face. I looked around suspecting that I wouldn’t see her, but I couldn’t sense a difference in the air or determine if it had gotten cooler since I was still a little chilled.

      “Nona’s right beside you,” Eloise said.

      Just before leaving the room, Dylan spun around with a doubtful expression. “Did I hear you right? Nona’s here?” He started toward us.

      Eloise nodded but kept her eyes on mine. “She thanks you for trying to save her life.”

      I felt ill-equipped to accept appreciation for an effort that failed. I tried to push those thoughts from my mind, but I was unsuccessful. If anything, I could now only think about my inadequacy. Moisture filled my eyes again as my chest curved inward. Heavy breaths came quick, and I didn’t even fight the tears that slipped down my cheeks.

      A gust of air whooshed across my face, startling me. I bolted upright, my breath held tight.

      “Nona says to stop blaming yourself.”

      “I should’ve done—”

      “She had heart disease,” Eloise said. “Because of her autoimmune deficiency, the doctors gave her another month to live. Nona told me about her condition a couple of weeks ago. I’ve been dealing with it, knowing that she would soon be leaving. I’ll probably be sad for a long while, but I’ve had some time to prepare myself for how things would turn out. Just seeing her again now, I know that she’ll stay here to see things through with us. It’s not the same as having her alive with us now, but at least I’ve got that.”

      “Eloise,” I said, trying not to judge and remain respectful. “I would have appreciated knowing that before we walked into this mansion.”

      “Nona was afraid you wouldn’t want to tag along if she admitted the truth. Besides, she didn’t think she’d…” Tears rushed into her eyes, and her lips twitched. “Just please know that she had good intentions.”

      Knowing that Nona would have passed away soon helped ease some of my guilt, but unfortunately, I’d be racked by the memory of seeing Midnight kill her for the rest of my life.

      “How can you talk with her?” I asked. “I thought you needed to use the question and answer method, the kind you used upstairs in the bathroom.”

      “It depends on the spirit,” Eloise said. “Some are comfortable talking. Others aren’t. Some I can’t understand. I figure that, because Nona and I had such a close relationship in this dimension, we’re able to talk through mental telepathy.”

      “Telepathy?” I asked, skeptical. “Where you talk with another person using only your mind?”

      “Yes. Don’t look so surprised. That’s one way ghosts communicate. You’ve heard how ghosts can give you nightmares? While we’re asleep, we’re completely vulnerable and all but helpless in that state of being. That’s how ghosts can insert their thoughts or emotions into your dreams. Just seeing Nona now, I’ve opened my mind, so we’re able to communicate on a totally different level.”

      “That sounds crazy,” Dylan said.

      “I agree,” I said. “But I believe her.”

      “I guess I do too,” he said with wide eyes. “It sounds nuts. And kinda cool.” He paused. “But we should get going. We need to call the police.”

      Eloise stared at an otherwise vacant spot to my right. “Nona says we can’t leave yet.”

      “Of course,” I said. “Every spirit wants us to stay, but if they were in our shoes, they would want to leave.” Then I looked at my shoes, which were still soggy. I wished I’d brought another pair, but how could I have foreseen the necessity to jump fully clothed into a pool filled with dead bodies?

      Eloise raised a finger, asking for a moment of silence. Once she got it, she said, “Our work here isn’t done.”

      “Nona,” I said, looking in the direction Eloise looked. “We need to call the police. They need to attend to… everyone.”

      “She says it can wait,” Eloise said.

      “For how long?” I asked, trying to contain my anger. “Three people died in the last hour. And that doesn’t take into account all the dead bodies in the pool.”

      Eloise winced as though finding it difficult to trust Nona’s rationale. “Do you feel the heaviness in the air? Do you know why it’s so thick? Because there are still many spirits here.”

      “What’re we supposed to do about that?” I turned to Eloise. “How can we free so many spirits? What am I saying? You’ll be the one doing all the work.”

      Eloise flinched. “Actually, I won’t. It’s all you from here on out.”

      I studied her expression, searching for some hint of sarcasm. I didn’t find it. Another breeze passed through me, and I shivered, drawing inward to conserve my body heat. But it left as quickly as it arrived.

      “How can I handle all that?” I asked. “You’re the one who can talk with—”

      “Nona and I cleared those ghosts who wanted to communicate with us before moving on,” said Eloise. “The rest are either afraid to go or aren’t allowed to leave.”

      “Let me guess,” I said, “the evil entity is keeping them here. Okay, I get that. But how am I supposed to convince those spirits to leave? I can’t see them. I can barely communicate with them. You can do both way better than me, but for some reason, I have to take the lead on this one?”

      “You don’t have to get rid of the ghosts,” she said. “You have to get rid of the evil entity.”

      I still didn’t want to hang around this place, especially knowing that over a bunch of ghosts were relying on me to handle this evil being, but I’d come here hoping to help. Now that we’d lost Nona, however, I couldn’t turn my back on her, particularly after I’d failed to save her. All told, I needed to stay here to make up for my shortcomings and to stay true to my word.

      “Oh, crap,” Dylan said. “There’s been so much going on, I just realized that, if Mr. Hazard is dead and he didn’t hire us for this job, then who did? Lacey?”

      I nodded. “I can’t think of anyone else who might have. There was always something off about her. And now that she gave us incorrect keys? It had to be her. She lied on purpose.”

      “Twenty bucks says she’s not even a real estate agent,” said Dylan.

      Eloise winced. “But why? To what end?”

      I didn’t need more than a second to answer. “She wanted to keep us here.”

      “I came here to get paid as a cameraman,” Dylan said, looking at the camera in his hands. “I’m obviously not getting paid. And I don’t have any skills in facing the supernatural. I don’t want to end up dead.” He held my gaze. “Are you coming?”

      “No,” I said. “I’m not.”

      He sighed and stayed quiet for a long moment. “That’s too bad.” He closed his eyes and shook his head. “I really wish this worked out a different way.” He turned away from me. “I’m sorry, but I can’t stay. Once I get reception on my phone, I’m going to call the police. Good luck to both of you.” He headed for the kitchen.

      My heart beat hard as I watched him go. Even after he turned the corner and disappeared into the kitchen, I expected him to come back. He didn’t. Not that I needed him to save me. I realized that Eloise and I had some familiarity with the supernatural, whereas he didn’t, but despite that knowledge, I didn’t respect his decision.

      He’d abandoned two women while knowing that an evil entity stalked us in a haunted house. I understood this was about self-preservation, but my impression of him definitely changed. That said, I wouldn’t judge him for leaving. I’d entered this house with Eloise, and I’d leave this house with Eloise…after we accomplished our mission.

      “If he leaves now,” Eloise said in a compassionate tone, “he might’ve left later…when times get tough.”

      “Yeah,” I said, only now remembering that she could probably sense my sorrow. “I know.” I started in the direction Dylan had gone.

      “Where are you going?” Eloise asked, fear entering her tone. “You’re not leaving, right?”

      “I won’t strand you here.” I heard her rubber-healed tennis shoes slapping against the ground while moving in my direction. “Not now. Not ever.” Not after she’d risked so much a couple weeks ago during my showdown with the demon. I turned around, only to have Eloise come to a stop a few feet away from me. “I just want to see if he finds an exit. When we finish here, I want to make sure we can get out.”

      Then another thought occurred to me. “Do you feel any spirits near us?”

      “You mean, other than Nona?”

      I nodded. I wanted to find out if anything might attack us anytime soon. I could consult my own feelings, but Eloise had a stronger and quicker connection with the paranormal.

      “Not right now, but…oh, wait.” Her eyes went wide, and she craned her neck toward the kitchen. She looked toward the kitchen with. “I didn’t hear Dylan leave. Did you?”

      “No.”

      I didn’t budge. Even worse, I didn’t want to move. I didn’t want to discover more bad news.

      Don’t wimp out. You’re here to help.

      Trusting that internal voice, I made my way to the kitchen.

      When I hit the outskirts of the room, I saw a hand on the ground near the kitchen table beside the door. A pool of blood lay beside an elbow. I took in a gust of air and stopped, reluctantly searching for the rest of the body, but at this angle, the table covered up too much space to get a better picture of what had happened.

      You aren’t moving because you know what happened.

      I compelled my muscles to get moving, and even though I began walking, my legs buckled. It felt like they had been dismantled and incorrectly reattached to my hips. Then I saw him, and my mouth went dry.

      Dylan’s corpse was splayed out on the ground. Blood spilled from his slit throat as he stared at the ceiling.
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      I averted my eyes from Dylan’s dead body, swung around, and tried to grab hold of Eloise.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked, dodging me to enter the kitchen. A second later, she must’ve seen Dylan because she let out an ear-splitting scream.

      I concentrated on managing my breathing, afraid I’d hyperventilate. Thankfully, I had a strong stomach, but after losing a fourth person who died no more than sixty feet away from us in complete silence, I had trouble seeing a way out of this mansion that didn’t end in our deaths.

      Eloise folded her arms across her chest and walked back to the entryway.

      The only way to distract myself from yet another tragedy was to divert my attention from the consequences of his death and focus instead on what could have ended his life. He’d only been in the kitchen for one minute. How could anyone have killed him mere moments after he entered the kitchen?

      Unless that person knew where he’d be at any given time. But that seemed like a stretch. Besides, although Dylan wasn’t a big guy, he definitely packed some muscle on his lean frame. If his attacker wasn’t bigger and stronger, that person will have needed to catch him by surprise, which made sense given that he’d been attacked near the door. If Dylan had opened it, only to get stabbed, he wouldn’t have had much, if any, time to defend himself.

      As with the entity that had dragged Shadow’s body, I ruled out the possibility that a spirit had accumulated enough energy to grab a knife and slit Dylan’s throat. A being composed of solid matter had performed both acts.

      Chills rippled along my flesh. If the doors were locked, how had this entity opened the door and slipped inside?

      Unless Lacey had returned and then went on a murdering spree. It was the most logical explanation. We hadn’t seen any other person on the grounds since we’d entered the house.  What if she’d returned to “retrieve her purse,” only to unlock the doors that she’d purposely locked and then locked the front door to keep us inside?

      But why lock the interior doors in the first place. Unless…she wanted to draw our attention to those rooms. That made sense since an important event had occurred in each room. Except for the final door we hadn’t yet opened on the lower level.

      My thoughts redirected towards this most recent murder. If Lacey had indeed killed Dylan, she must have somehow opened the garage door to enter and exit.

      I hadn’t seen or heard movement in the kitchen from the moment he entered it. I impelled myself forward, looking up to avoid seeing Dylan’s body, and scanned the area for Lacey. I didn’t see her around the island, the only other spot in this room she could have hidden.

      Unfortunately, I didn’t have a weapon to protect myself with, but unlike the scenario with Dylan, I wouldn’t let her catch me by surprise. I walked on wobbly legs through the kitchen. Within moments, as I almost reached the door, my sneaker made a wet sound against the ground: I’d stepped in Dylan’s blood.

      Overlooking the tracks I’d made on the floor, I reached the door, grabbed the knob, turned it, and pulled it open, but the bottom of the door butted against Dylan’s shoes. I released a pent up breath, pulled the door open, and heard fabric swishing against the ground, knowing that the door pushed Dylan’s body aside. It felt immoral to treat his corpse with so little respect, but I couldn’t concentrate on his feelings, because as terrible as it seemed, he no longer had any.

      I envisioned the cops interviewing me in an interrogation room, asking why I moved the body. My answer: to see if the killer was in the garage and, if not, to try and escape. That made perfect sense. And now that I figured Lacey had killed Shadow and Dylan, I didn’t plan on standing around in hopes of fighting off an “evil entity” when Lacey was probably behind these attacks.

      I poked my head into the dark room, but I couldn’t see anything. Under ordinary circumstances when surrounded by darkness, I’d look for a light switch. But what if Lacey stood nearby and decided to hack off my wrist the moment I tried to do so?

      “Jocelyn,” Eloise called from behind me. “What are you doing?”

      “Trying to find a way out. Come on, let’s go.”

      “We can’t leave. Remember what Nona said?”

      “That was before a murderer slit Dylan’s throat. We’re not dealing with a ghost.”

      Eloise didn’t refute that claim. She turned her head aside but kept staring into my eyes. “We’re still dealing with something supernatural.”

      “Not when a knife is involved.”

      “A knife was involved two weeks ago at your house. Remember?”

      Ten minutes ago, I’d never have even considered that a possibility, but the moment I contemplated the idea, I realized that what Eloise said was not quite possible.

      That’s when I finally allowed myself to scrutinize the facts for more than a few seconds. If something evil of supernatural origins prowled this mansion, which also happened to have body mass, in all likelihood, we weren’t dealing with a mythical monster.

      After all, why had Nona said my presence here was of the utmost importance? Why else had she stated that we couldn’t leave? Why had Eloise just said that I needed to get rid of the evil entity?

      For the same reason, I brought a crucifix, holy water, and a Bible.

      A demon lurked in the shadows.

      It had already killed Shadow and Dylan, and it was my job to remove it from the person it possessed: Lacey London.

      I pulled out my phone, turned on the flashlight, opened the garage door, and shoved my phone out ahead of me to either catch sight of the demon or blind it.

      I was alone in the garage.

      I turned off the flashlight on my phone and returned it to my pocket. I slid my hand along the right side of the wall and flicked a switch. A light turned on, revealing a three-car garage. A wooden workbench that fit the length of the room held a few dozen small boxes for nails, screws, bolts, along with numerous hand tools. Countless other items filled the outskirts of the garage: a snow-blower, a lawn-mower, a floor scrub brush, a rake, and many more items.

      Some of the tension from thinking I might get attacked subsided. To my left was a door, in all likelihood the one the demon had used to escape. I grabbed the doorknob and tried to twist it, but like the front door, it was locked from the other side. I pulled out my key and tried to fit it into the hole, but as I suspected, it didn’t fit.

      I turned to my right and hit the garage door clicker that should lift the door. Nothing happened. I hit it again. Same thing. I ran over to the middle of the room, stood under the garage door springs, and tried to unlatch the springs from the door, but it looked like they were locked into place with no chance of disentangling them.

      The demon had indeed locked us in.

      Although I was fascinated and exhilarated by the possibility of facing another demon, I was also petrified by another showdown with one of Lucifer’s servants. Yet, I couldn’t leave because if I didn’t confront the demon here and now, it could flee, only to stalk others.

      Almost as bad, it could hunt me without my knowledge and attack when I least expected it. At least now, I knew the demon was on the premises and it wouldn’t leave until it achieved its objective.

      First, however, despite my near certainty that a demon had possessed Lacey, I needed proof before resorting to an exorcism. There were four basic ways to distinguish a demon possession from someone suffering from substance abuse or a mental disability.

      The possessed had unnatural human strength. They could speak in one or more foreign languages its host had never learned. They might have knowledge about others that they could not have otherwise gained. And finally, they had a strong aversion to religious objects.

      Until Lacey exhibited those traits, I couldn’t regard her as possessed.

      Eloise entered the kitchen again, notching her head, probably to avoid resting her gaze on Dylan. “Well?” she asked. “Are you ready?”

      “I know what you’re thinking,” I said, “because I’m thinking the same thing.”

      “A demon,” she admitted. “Okay, but if that’s the case, why doesn’t this place stink of rotten meat? I haven’t smelled anything remotely disgusting, except your hair.” She tried to smile, but her lips flattened a second later. “Besides, we haven’t heard any animal noises or pounding on the walls. Aren’t those precursors to demonic possession?”

      Even though she’d assisted me a couple weeks ago, Eloise was frightened of demons. They scared her so badly she refused to read about them and only reluctantly talked about them. And for good reason: they were evil personified.

      “No,” I said to put her fears to rest. “But that doesn’t mean it can’t be a demon. There are three stages of demonic possession. Infestation is when the demon makes its presence known. That’s when the scent is strongest because it’s still just a black mass, although the demon can exit a body and it becomes smoke-like, which is probably what Shadow saw before he died. But otherwise, that’s when you hear pounding in the walls and such. Once it hits stage two, oppression, the demon tries to break the target’s will to live by resorting to physical, mental, and emotional abuse. It could bite or scratch or deprive the person of sleep, anything to get the person to give up and let it in. The smell is strongest during those stages, but it also has that disgusting stink to it for quite some time after it possesses a human. Only when the demon has complete control does the scent go away because it basically synchs with the body.”

      Eloise took a few moments to let that sink in.

      My knees shook at the prospect that my theory might be correct.

      “Okay,” she said. “But we don’t have any proof that Lacey’s a demon.”

      “Then we’ll have to get it.”

      First, though, we didn’t need a constant reminder, in the form of Dylan’s corpse, to let us know what end we could potentially face if we didn’t handle this threat correctly. I walked past Dylan’s body, grabbed Eloise’s forearm, and led her out of the kitchen.

      Since Lacey had the key to whichever doors she tried to enter, she could arrive at any moment. We had to be ready, and in order for that to happen, I needed to understand the layout of the mansion a little bit better. It reminded me that I still hadn’t checked on the last locked door in the mansion.

      “Did Dylan say what was in the last locked room on the first floor?” I asked.

      “He tried it, but it wasn’t open.”

      “That’s odd. Let’s check it out.” I guided Eloise down the hall and we came upon the room in question. I tried the knob, but it wouldn’t budge. “Why would Lacey unlock the four other doors but not this one?”

      Eloise shook her head.

      As much as I didn’t want to return to the kitchen, I did just that.

      “Where are you going?”

      I didn’t hear her footsteps trailing mine, and I couldn’t blame Eloise for not following me. If the situation was reversed, I’d have stayed behind. I entered the kitchen, and for some reason expected to find Dylan’s body gone, but it remained in place. As I approached it, I feared that he would reach out, grab my ankle, and drag me down beside him.

      Of course, that didn’t happen. I strode past him, entered the garage, flicked on the light, and went over to the hand tools hanging on the rack against the far wall. At this point, facing potential death, I wasn’t going to be gentle with the door. I removed a thick mallet and returned to Eloise.

      I swung the hammer onto the doorknob. There was a loud thump, and the handle jiggled within the frame. The screws in the three brass plates on the top, middle, and lower portion of the door wiggled. I’d loosened the knob a little. I reared back and slammed the mallet into the handle again and again. In each case, the knob and the door loosened even more after each blow. On the fifth try, the doorknob busted from the frame and fell at our feet.

      “The way you work that hammer…” Eloise’s eyebrows lifted in surprise. “Maybe you and Thor really do belong together.”

      I appreciated her lighthearted humor but concentrated on slowing my heavy breathing. Then I realized that I shouldn’t have dared swing the hammer. Not after the pain I’d endured while moving Nona’s body in the pool. Of course, having taken the pain pills, I didn’t feel the slightest twinge, but I still needed to be careful.

      “Are you okay?” Eloise asked, grabbing my elbow. She kicked the door open.

      Around twenty large computer monitors filled a huge entertainment center that ran along the wall of the small room. Other than a black armchair that could roll across the gray carpet, the computer command center held no other items of note. Each monitor was lit up with images from each room in the mansion.

      A chill slid across the base of my neck. Not from an impending ghost but from the notion that Lacey had set up video cameras throughout the mansion. And based on those rooms that currently recorded, the cameras were set to record when movement triggered the motion detectors.

      So why hadn’t we noticed any of them? While security cameras were typically mounted at or near the ceiling, some of the cameras were placed in odd portions of the room, perhaps to remain inconspicuous.

      All told, Lacey wanted to capture our every move. But why? What would that accomplish?

      “What now?” asked Eloise, approaching the monitors with a wide-eyed stare.

      I didn’t know how much time we had before Lacey returned, so I hurried into the chair and checked the server that recorded every camera angle. It had captured images from the aforementioned spaces we’d just left, the three main corridors on every floor, each of the four now unlocked rooms, and the area overlooking the vestibule and driveway, among many others we had only looked into from the doorway.

      I pulled up the footage from the wine cellar, rewound it until the moment the lights went out and hit play. The monitor turned green, showing the scene via night vision, allowing viewers to see everyone in the room.

      In the right corner, a portion of the wall slid aside, revealing a shard of light. A hand appeared from the hidden entrance, then an elbow, a hip, and just as the head came into view, static wiped out the high-definition image.

      “Aw, come on!” I said, aggravated that I couldn’t use the video to prove that Lacey entered the room. It wouldn’t verify that a demon had possessed her, but it would have been helpful. I suspected the demon was sucking energy from the camera, resulting in a blurry picture.

      I fast-forwarded a few times before the screen flickered, so I stopped. For less than a second, the screen showed Lacey re-entering the hidden spot in the corner, wearing night vision goggles and withdrawing a knife in one hand.

      “There!” I said, pointing at the screen.

      “What?” asked Eloise, drawing closer to the monitor. “What did you see?”

      I rewound the recording, pressed play, and I watched her expression as she took in what occurred on the screen.

      “No,” she said, shaking her head in disappointment. “I didn’t see anything.”

      “How could you not…?” I shut my mouth. Maybe Eloise had poor vision or her brain couldn’t process such quick images. Either that or I’d inadvertently pushed my own expectations into the video feed and seen what I’d hoped to see, resulting in a trick of the mind. I rewound the image once more.

      “I told you,” Eloise said. “I didn’t—”

      “I’m doing it for me this time.” I hit play and stared at the screen without a thought in my mind to prevent myself from pushing my own agenda. The screen flickered again, and I hit pause and kept hitting it, so the feed would play incrementally, allowing us to see every second pass at a much slower pace. Despite taking that measure, I didn’t see Lacey appear on the screen.

      “Well?” asked Eloise. “Did you see her?”

      “No. I didn’t. It must’ve been a mistake.” But it seemed so real. How had I seen the same image three times and had two different interpretations? Either way, I wouldn’t be able to prove that I’d seen Lacey on screen. I let the rest of the recording unfold.

      When the static faded, Shadow stumbled in place while reaching toward his neck with both hands.

      From beginning to end, the entire murder took no more than fifteen seconds to play out.

      I crumpled in my chair and looked at Eloise, but neither of us could get a word out.

      After a long stretch of silence, Eloise said, “Now what?”

      “I still think Lacey is possessed. The demon killed Shadow and Dylan. I’m certain of it.”

      Eloise bit down hard, showing her jaw muscles protrude from her cheeks. “I still disagree. Don’t you think I would have sensed the hatred vibrating off her body? Demons are filled with hatred and other bad elements.”

      “You said a ghost could hide their emotions and identity from you. I wonder if a demon could have done the same thing.”

      “I don’t know how. It lives in sin. It’s as natural as breathing.”

      “When we met tonight, you said there was something powerful and dangerous in the house. Then when we were together in the house with Lacey when she made introductions, you didn’t sense a demon, even though you were standing right beside her. Isn’t it possible that you sensed that she was a demon right when you walked in, and when you left, she figured out that you sensed the hatred flowing off her and decided to mask it?”

      “It would have to be really good at hiding its feelings and desires,” she said. “That’s asking a lot of a demon who basically bathes in a bubble bath of evil.”

      “But they’re liars. They have to be pretty good at hiding the truth to convince humans to trust them. So why can’t it do the same thing with its emotions?”

      Her severe expression softened, but it seemed doubt still lingered.

      “Do you still think it’s possible a ghost took Shadow’s life?”

      Eloise leaned against the wall behind me, and her body sagged as though drained of energy. “A vengeful spirit,” she clarified. Her eyes flicked to the computer monitors. “I was skeptical, but Lacey didn’t seem possessed. Demons are great at acting ordinary, I’ll give you that, but Lacey just seemed too quiet and frightened.”

      “Exactly. She was acting.”

      A second later, Eloise sucked in a heap of air. She pointed at the monitor in the top left corner, showing the garage, and stabbed her finger in the air at it a few times. “It’s Lacey!”

      On screen, Lacey shut the garage door and opened the door to the kitchen. Her gaze went to Dylan, and she vomited onto the ground. Then she spotted the footprints in blood my shoe had created and followed them into the entryway.

      The trail would lead her to the monitor room. Lacey followed the path I’d inadvertently set out for her.
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      “If Lacey was so spooked by this place,” I said, “why would she come back twice? The only explanation is that she was lying about being afraid of this place. And she just happened to walk in from the garage? Why would she enter the house from the back of the house? A place that I just checked, only to find it locked…and she just so happens to have no problem entering?”

      Eloise didn’t respond.

      A second later, Lacey appeared in the doorway. “Oh my God,” she said, cringing yet heaving for air. “The cameraman is dead.” She hunched over, spun away from us, and vomited in the hallway to the right of the threshold.

      Eloise gave me an expression that said, “See? I told you so!” Then she rushed past me to attend to Lacey.

      One of the reasons I liked Eloise so much was because she truly cared about people. This time, however, extending niceties to Lacey could result in getting us killed, and I was determined not to let that happen. I hurried over and stopped behind them.

      As Eloise bent over to pull Lacey’s hair out of hair face, I said, “What are you doing here? I thought you were creeped out by this place.”

      Lacey nodded. “Yes. I am. But I came back because…oh, God!” She gagged. More vomit splattered along the ground.

      “It’s okay,” Eloise said. “Get it all out.”

      What could I do to convince Eloise this woman is really a demon?

      Lacey puked again. Then she let out a long, exhausted sigh, straightened, and thanked Eloise for helping her. “I better clean this up.” On unsteady legs, she made her way down the hallway until she disappeared into a restroom about thirty feet away.

      “After all that,” Eloise whispered, “do you still think she’s a demon?”

      “Yes!”

      “I’m going to help her.”

      Although my first inclination was to accompany them, I realized that Lacey wouldn’t attempt to end Eloise’s life. Both Shadow and Dylan had died with no real witnesses. If Eloise happened to die within the next few minutes, I would, of course, suspect Lacey, which she wouldn’t want to occur.

      The demon I’d faced a couple weeks ago made it very clear that it, and all of its kind, wanted to possess me for reasons it wouldn’t share with me. To do that, it would need to gain my trust. Afterward, it would try to persuade me to allow it to take control of my mind and body. And killing Eloise wasn’t exactly a way to turn me into a confidant.

      Nevertheless, because demons preferred death and destruction, I felt a tremendous amount of anxiety about leaving Eloise alone with Lacey. On second thought, I had to trust my gut, and besides, I could use the extra time to prove that Lacey had killed Dylan by checking the video footage of the event. I rewound the video feed to the moments before Dylan’s downfall and hit play.

      Once again, only moments before the demon appeared on screen, the video got fuzzy and static appeared, so while I viewed the entire situation, the feed became useless because it only returned to a clear screen once the murderer had vanished. Aggravated, I checked the video footage of the camera overlooking the backyard. It would allow me to track the murderer’s appearance. At the precise moment the killer nearly came into view, the footage became fuzzy.

      Why had I expected otherwise?

      Lacey hadn’t wanted us to discover this room, but what would she gain from recording every movement in so many places on the premises? A memento to look back upon her handiwork with pride? On the other hand, if we made it out of here alive, local law officials would be able to pull the video footage and see that Eloise and I hadn’t killed anyone.

      I planned to check on the ladies in the bathroom, but just as I entered the corridor, I spotted both of them making their way towards me.

      Eloise looked relieved, whereas Lacey held a plastic bag and a roll of toilet paper, her eyes trained on the floor, probably focused on removing the vomit on the ground. Sure enough, Eloise avoided the projectile, while Lacey stooped over and cleaned up the mess.

      A moment later, Eloise entered the monitor room with the corners of her lips upturned. “Told you,” she whispered. “She’s not the murderer, and she’s not a demon”

      I updated her on the footage I’d seen. “Doesn’t it seem odd that both times the killer appeared only moments before the murder occurred, the camera footage turned to static?”

      “The presence of a vengeful spirit could have caused the same thing.”

      “I’ll say it again: can a vengeful spirit twist someone’s head around?”

      She examined my eyes with greater intensity and nodded. “Superhuman strength. Point taken.” Then she poked her head into the hall. “She’s cleaned it up and is going to the bathroom.” She turned back to me.

      With a chance to speak to Eloise with Lacey out of earshot, I said, “What other evidence do you need?”

      “The video may have gone to static during the murders, but what about when Lacey threw up in the kitchen? The footage was clear. What about that?”

      “Maybe she did it to convince us that she’s not a demon.”

      She cocked her head to the side and winced as though saying, “Really, Jocelyn?”

      “Maybe she can turn on different levels of demonic intensity depending on the situation.”

      Eloise raised her eyebrows at me as if I were a nutjob.

      “Isn’t it possible? A ghost can vary their level of intensity based on their emotions. So who’s to say that a demon couldn’t do the same thing?”

      Eloise acknowledged that point with a bob of her head. “Do you have any other evidence?”

      “Do I need any? Seriously, Eloise, what more do I need to do for—”

      “Need for what?” Lacey asked, planting both hands on either side of the threshold. One end of her lips ticked up in a partial smile. “Are you two conspiring to do away with more ghosts?” Her face turned bleak. “While I cleaned up, Eloise told me what happened to Nona, Midnight, and Shadow.” She shook her head and her facial expression soured. “More tragedy. I suppose we’ll need to contact the sheriff.”

      It seemed I’d need to catch Lacey in some lies before Eloise might eventually believe that she was possessed. “Lacey, if I remember correctly, you said Mr. Hazard assumed his ancestors paid off the sheriff not to file reports on the mysterious deaths that took place here. Now that no one’s here to pay off those in the sheriff’s department, I’m sure these deaths will finally hit the news outlets.”

      Lacey shut her eyes. “There goes our chance that the potential buyer will stop in for a showing.” Her eyes snapped open. “Unless you clear the ghosts really quickly, and the sheriff finishes his investigation in time. Then maybe he’ll make an offer on this place.” She smiled brightly with enthusiasm.

      The puzzle pieces around the various murders in this mansion started to form into a cohesive story within my mind, but I didn’t have all the information I needed. In fact, I didn’t know how to acquire that information, so I’d need to trust my intuition and go from there. “A spirit told me it was burned alive here less than a month ago. What can you tell me about that?”

      Lacey narrowed her eyes on me. “I’m afraid I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “She told me she was hired as a paranormal investigator.”

      “Four people are dead. Now is not the time to joke about something like that.”

      “I agree. But here’s the thing: I’m not lying, Lacey. That ghost told me a woman older than retirement age killed her.”

      Looking to Eloise before setting her gaze back on mine, Lacey said, “I don’t know any senior citizens, and Nona was the only one I’ve allowed into this home since I first started as Mr. Hazard’s real estate agent.”

      I shook my head. “You’re lying, Lacey. I wonder what Mr. Hazard will say when I tell him that.”

      A dour expression appeared on Lacey’s face. “I’m afraid to state that Mr. Hazard doesn’t meet with investigators—”

      “Is that,” Eloise said with a skeptical gaze, “because he’s dead?”

      Lacey turned a glare upon my friend. “Excuse me? Mr. Hazard is—”

      “Dead,” I said, making my way over to the video monitors before setting my gaze upon Lacey. “You know, as in long since buried or maybe just dumped…into a swimming pool!” I couldn’t verify that last part, but I wanted her to know that we knew about the bodies stored there. “We’re talking about a decade ago. You knew he was dead. Why? Because you killed him!”

      Lacey scoffed. “Me?” She looked around as if seeking others to buy into her claim, despite having no one else in the vicinity to convince. “Quod est indignius.”

      “Hmmm. That sure didn’t sound like English. And I distinctly remember you telling us that you didn’t speak any foreign languages.” I glanced at Eloise and saw her mouth drop open as a breath caught in her throat. “Or am I wrong?”

      Eloise snapped her lips shut and swallowed, her eyes protruding.

      “Lacey, why did you kill that paranormal investigator?”

      “What?” she stammered. “This is preposterous. I didn’t kill anyone. No paranormal investigators died here. Besides, you just admitted that an elderly person had supposedly killed the paranormal investigator.”

      “More lies, huh? Okay. Then why did you kill Mr. Hazard’s great uncle, Alfred?”

      She flinched. “Alfred Hazard?”

      “Yes. He was killed by a teenager named Samantha. That teenager was you. Or have you forgotten?”

      Lacey lifted a hand in the air between us and took a step back. “All right,” she said in a firm voice. “This is getting ridiculous. I’m Mr. Hazard’s real estate agent, not a killer. And my name is Lacey, not Samantha.”

      “Jocelyn,” said Eloise, grabbing my forearm. “Lacey’s obviously not a senior citizen.”

      “I disagree,” I said.

      Eloise drew her mouth to my ear. “What are you doing?” she asked in a low, yet harsh tone. “She’s only a few years older than you.”

      It was my turn to put my lips to her ear. “In human form, yes, but as a demon, she’s been around for millennia. What if that paranormal investigator was a psychic medium like you, and she learned more information about Lacey from the ghosts in this mansion?”

      Eloise eased herself away from me, but the severity in her expression softened. “But judging by her age, Lacey was probably a teenager at that time.”

      “What are you discussing?” asked Lacey in a harsh tone.

      “And teenagers are impressionable,” I said, keeping my eye on Lacey but unwilling to reply to her question. “Their hormones are raging, their emotions are volatile, and they’re incredibly self-conscious. Or have you forgotten? Demons often choose to possess young females for precisely that reason.”

      “This is way too much speculation,” said Eloise.

      “I agree.” I turned to Lacey. “Let’s continue, shall we? I think you possessed Samantha and then killed Alfred and his sister, Markus Hazard’s grandmother. Then you killed Markus Hazard and his daughter. That would make you the last remaining heir of the family fortune and the owner of this home.”

      Eloise scrunched up her face and shook her head. “The family history said Markus Hazard’s little girl was the last heir.”

      “The person who wrote that must have also published the family history after every family member died.” I motioned to Lacey. “She’s that person.”

      My partner stared at Lacey but appeared frozen in place, perhaps trying to comprehend everything I’d said.

      I didn’t have enough time for Eloise to put things together, so I thought I’d continue with my quest to prove that Lacey was a demon. I reached out and tore the chain necklace from Eloise’s neck.

      The sudden movement jerked her toward me, but I jumped forward, avoiding her. Then I lifted the cross pendant on the necklace and thrust it toward Lacey.

      Her lips peeled back in a hideous scowl, and she threw her arms out in front of her to block me from getting any closer.

      While religious objects often made demons shrink back in horror, those same articles didn’t incapacitate them, although pressing one to their flesh would burn it. I’d relied on this tactic because very few individuals would react the way Lacey had upon being confronted with a small crucifix pendant.

      I spun around, tore a monitor away from the wall, and whipped it at Lacey’s head.

      The flat portion of the monitor struck Lacey in the forehead, the unexpected force knocking her to the ground.

      I hurried over to her, grabbed the monitor, and slammed the flat part of the unit against the side of her head.

      She collapsed to the ground.

      Demons might have supernatural strength, but when bashed in the brain twice with a heavy object, they fell victim to the consequences of living inside the human form.

      Breathing heavy from the rigorous activity, I needed to turn around to find Eloise. “Do you believe me now?”

      She stood up against the wall of monitors, mouth agape, eyes wide in shock. “What have you done?” she asked in a timid voice.

      I hurried over to Lacey’s body and felt for her pulse. It was still beating.

      “You could have killed her.”

      “But I didn’t. She’s just unconscious.”

      “Just unconscious?” she asked, her voice rising. She clamped her lips together and her chin jutted out.

      I grabbed Lacey’s ankles. “I’ll need your help.”

      “You still haven’t proven that she’s a demon.”

      “You heard her speak another language, even though she admitted not knowing one. Then you saw her totally lose it when I shoved your cross pendant in her face. How many people freak out upon seeing a religious item?

      Eloise conceded that with a nod.

      “Put those together with the strength of twisting Shadow’s neck and—”

      “We have no proof she did that.”

      “Okay, but how many people are strong enough to do that? And how many people were here at that time?”

      “I just want to be one-hundred percent certain.”

      “Sometimes the simplest explanation is the only explanation.”

      Eloise nodded. “All right. I’m in.”

      I let out a sigh of relief to discover that Eloise finally believed that Lacey was no longer in control. It was a big deal because I’d need her help in a major way.

      Her eyes went to Lacey’s body. “I guess it’s time…”

      I finished her incomplete sentence: “…for an exorcism.”
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      “Why are you putting her in the elevator?” Eloise asked. “Even Lacey said that she didn’t remember when it was last serviced, and that was before we found out she was possessed.”

      “The elevator might not work,” she continued. “If it’s not lubricated, the gears might jam, and Lacey will be stuck inside.”

      “Correction: the demon will be stuck inside. We’re sure as hell not going up with her. But God willing, it won’t freeze up, because we’re doing the exorcism in the library.”

      “Why the library?” she asked.

      “If the demon somehow escapes, I want to put some distance between it and the door. That way, we’ll have some time to reach the demon before it gets outside to the car. Second, the garage has a bunch of tools that can be used as weapons. I don’t want the demon anywhere near them.”

      I made no mention of the most important reason: for Eloise to play her part to the best of her ability, she would need to feel as comfortable as possible, and the only way to make that happen was to make sure we did the exorcism in the library.

      “Besides,” I said. “I have no intention of hauling the demon up the stairs with you. We’re just not strong enough.” I hit the call button.

      “I should get a saw.”

      “What for?” I asked, taken aback by the unusual statement.

      “If we need to, you know, convince it not to move.”

      Holy crap! I’d never considered that Eloise could even contemplate such a horrific idea. I tried to imagine her strapping the demon’s body to a table and hovering over it with a saw in hand, prepared to slice into its arm or leg until it cracked bone. I shivered at the thought.

      Behind that fun exterior and kind demeanor, Eloise definitely had a dark side. I fully supported the idea because we may need to get nasty with this demon, but I certainly didn’t plan on cutting off a body part or any other gruesome ideas might be flowing through Eloise’s mind.

      “Remember,” I said, “there’s a person inside that body we’re trying to get out.”

      The demonic may have taken over Lacey’s body, but we’d need to treat the demon’s presence as a disease and try to remove that disease, not injure the body itself. I hadn’t followed that advice upon knocking it unconscious, but I needed a way to transport the demon to a safe place without any resistance, and knocking it out was the only way that came to mind.

      I had no idea what convinced Lacey to allow the demon to take control of her body, but anyone who gave in to a demon’s promises should be pitied, not condemned, and for that reason, I vowed not to judge others. I viewed an exorcism as an opportunity to show the victim what it had lost in giving itself over to Satan.

      “We are not,” I said emphatically, “going to get a saw, Eloise.”

      Her cheeks brightened. “Oh. Okay.” She looked down.

      That humble nature made me think the world of her. For someone who could read others as easily as she read a book, she also allowed others to learn about her by not putting up walls. For that reason, Eloise had a special place in my heart, because I doubted she had the dark heart that would allow her to follow through on her implied threat.

      The elevator door opened, and I hesitated before entering. The pungent scent of iron mixed with mold drifted to my nose. It smelled like…blood.

      Eloise turned aside, pushing out her breath, as though trying to cleanse her lungs. She plugged her nose with one hand and waved the other across her face.

      “It’s not so bad,” I said to underplay the scent, even though I breathed through my mouth. In other words, it was as bad as Eloise thought. I just didn’t want either of us to get sidetracked from the issue at hand: dealing with the demon.

      Thick spider-webs stretched along the top of the car, subduing the flickering fluorescent light above it, and clung to each corner. The thin brown carpet was splotched dark.

      Blood. It had to be. The demon had probably killed many people in this mansion, and it no doubt used the elevator to transport bodies up to the pool.

      Eloise grabbed the demon under its arms, while I grabbed its legs, and we moved Lacey’s body into the elevator. We were as gentle as could be, but when we lowered the demon to the ground, the car shook in every direction. It felt like we stood on an unmoored pontoon in choppy waves.

      I hit the number two button on the panel, which would send the demon to the second floor, and then I jumped out. “Let’s go.” We hurried up to the next floor just as the elevator dinged and the door opened. It seemed a lack of maintenance hadn’t impaired it from functioning. Not that I would ever get inside.

      We hauled Lacey’s body down the hall towards the library. As Eloise looked over her shoulder to ensure that she didn’t bump into a wall, beads of perspiration appeared on her forehead from taking on the brunt of the demon’s weight. After I expended most of my energy in the pool, not to mention caused havoc in the pain department, I appreciated that she took on the brunt of this labor-intensive physical work.

      Once we arrived at the library doorway, Eloise lowered the demon to the ground and spent a minute catching my breath. All the while, I kept my gaze glued to Lacey’s body. As a first-class liar, the demon could have pretended not to have awakened from its stupor.

      “Where should we put her body?” Eloise asked.

      “In the middle of the room, away from everything she could use as a weapon.”

      Eloise clutched the doorknob, twisted it, and pushed the door open. “Just think: if the demon attacks us, we can fling books at her.”

      For once, I didn’t feel like joking around, but I cracked a grin because, at any other time, I would have found her statement hilarious because I doubted throwing books at a demon would even distract it. “Only if you whip it into her windpipe.”

      “I could do it. At work, when my boss isn’t looking, I’m always flipping books like a juggler to pass the time. Or if I find a Stephen King book, I could slam it into the demon’s nose. Those suckers are thick, and it’ll bust up its face!”

      I couldn’t argue with that line of logic, but I doubted she’d find a relatively new book among the selections from the shelving units. Nevertheless, I chuckled at Eloise’s violent inclinations as she grabbed the demon again and we jockeyed it into position.

      Afterward, I went over to my backpack to retrieve my Bible, holy water, and crucifix.

      Eloise dashed across the room and removed a water bottle from her backpack. She wiped the perspiration from her face and then swilled from the bottle before leaving only a few gulps left inside.

      I handed her the Bible and holy water, while I grasped the crucifix in my left hand and turned around.

      The demon stood twenty feet away wearing a triumphant grin.

      I hadn’t even heard it move. The entity looked far from woozy after taking the blow to its head. I suspected that a normal human would have remained under for quite a bit longer than a demon. I should have prepared for this possibility, but I hadn’t thought that far in advance. For the time being, I needed to determine a plan of attack.

      “Jocelyn?” it called out in a childish voice. “Eloise?” It paused. “We need to have a little chat.”

      My skin prickled at the sudden chill in the room. Seeing the demon staring at me made my nerves clinch and my gut tighten. I’d hoped for more time to figure out a strategy to set up the exorcism, but it seemed I wouldn’t get that opportunity.

      Nevertheless, after the difficulty I’d had mentally recovering from the showdown, if not physically, with the last demon, I was glad the sight of it hadn’t paralyzed me with fright. And while my thoughts whirled around my brain at a dizzying pace, I hadn’t lost my focus. I knew the outcome I’d strived for. Now I just needed to find a way to reach it.

      I surveyed the room for a weapon, but everything my gaze fell upon wouldn’t help: armchairs, a table, books, shelving units, a fireplace. On second thought, the fireplace had an iron poker resting on the firewood.

      I dashed over, opened the fireplace doors, and grabbed the iron rod.

      “Why, ladies, I get the impression that you intend to hurt me.” The demon lifted its arms out at its sides. “Have no fear. I won’t take it personally.”

      “Why did you lock the monitor room?”

      “That provided even more incentive to open it, did it not?”

      “Why did you want us to see the security monitors? To frighten us? To show us what you intend to do with us?”

      “Maybe?” The demon put a finger to its pursed lips. “I’m not entirely sure yet.” But its smile made it evident that the demon had its reasons. It just didn’t want to share them.

      “Why aren’t you sure yet?” Eloise asked, coming over to stand beside me.

      “It depends on how you want this to play out.”

      “And what does that mean?”

      “You know why I’m here, Jocelyn. If you let me in, I won’t hurt you.” It looked over at Eloise. “I won’t hurt Eloise either.” It held up three fingers. “Scout’s honor.”

      I distrusted those words the moment the words exited her mouth, and my stomach felt hollow at the mere thought that the demon wanted to possess my body. I had no idea why yet another demon wanted to possess me, but I had to keep my wits to avoid making any mistakes it could capitalize on.

      “Why are you here, Jocelyn? To give me an exorcism, that much is clear, based on the crucifix in one hand, but you also have an iron rod in your other hand. Faith in one hand and distrust in the other.”

      “Only when it comes to demons.”

      It offered a quaint smile. “I disagree.”

      “No matter what you say, I won’t give myself over to you.”

      “Yes, you certainly seem determined in that assertion.” The demon’s grin widened. “Why do you place so much belief, so much trust in the god you idolize?”

      That the demon seemed intrigued in conducting a philosophical debate unsettled me because I hadn’t expected it. At the same time, I presumed it used this topic as a way to lull me into a false sense of security, after which it could attack and catch me by surprise. Therefore, I had to stay intellectually engaged while still being aware of an impending attack.

      “It’s not my place to question God,” I said. “But I understand why you need to. You bow to Lucifer, the ultimate liar, a being that would no doubt lie to you, yet you’d continue to remain loyal to him.”

      “And yet, your Lord allowed your father to die. Have you ever asked yourself why?”

      “It’s not my place to question God,” I repeated.”

      “Losing him destroyed your family. Your mother turned to drink and lost her job. Your sister is on her way toward becoming just like her. You don’t have a job. You owe tens of thousands in school debt. The men you meet leave before they even get to know you. Hmmm. Admit it: deep down, there’s a small part of you that’s glad that I ended Dylan’s life, isn’t there?”

      Far from it. I felt a huge burden of guilt for the loved ones he left behind. Did he have parents or siblings who were expecting to hear from him? How many family and friends would mourn his loss? I purposely stopped contemplating the life the demon had cut short because I couldn’t afford to let my concentration waver.

      “So you’re okay with a god that makes you suffer by taking away everything that’s important to you?”

      “I’m not happy about it, but if it’s His will, who am I to argue with Him?” For the briefest moment, I swore I could see a sliver of anger flash through the demon’s eyes.

      “You can’t even count on your only friend.” It veered its attention to Eloise. “That would be you.” Then it swung its head back to me and smiled.

      I had no other friends because I’d spent so much time studying and working to get my small business off the ground that I never permitted downtime to enter my busy schedule.

      “I contend that your entire existence can be summed up in this very moment. Holding the crucifix in one hand and the poker in the other tells me everything I need to know about you. Belief and distrust. In yourself and in others. So yes, let’s take Eloise as an example.” Once more, it turned to my friend. “The moment you entered this mansion, you knew a demon was inside it.”

      Eloise’s eyebrows shot up. Her lips parted. She looked over at me, but she didn’t say a word.

      “See?” The demon snickered. “She deceived you this whole time.”

      Anger simmered through my entire body. I tried to look into Eloise’s eyes, but she lowered her lashes, unwilling to let me read them. Nevertheless, her downcast expression told me the demon hadn’t lied.
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      “Why didn’t you tell her the truth, Eloise?” the demon asked. “You could have told Jocelyn right before she walked into this house.”

      “I tried,” Eloise said.

      “No, you said, ‘Something dark. Something dangerous.’ Or, and this is my favorite, ‘the evil thing.’ Why were you so vague? You knew all along. So why didn’t you tell her the truth?”

      “I wanted…” she stammered.

      “What was that, Eloise? What did you want? For Jocelyn to figure it out on her own?”

      “I wanted to be certain.”

      “Outside of the two teams here,” the demon said, “I was the only one in this mansion. If Eloise had told you the truth, you could have tried to stop me before leaving with the purse I supposedly forgot.” It tittered like a shy little girl that had finally revealed a secret it had held for much too long. “Just think, Jocelyn,” the demon said, flicking its gaze to mine. “Maybe Shadow and Dylan wouldn’t be dead right now if only your friend had been honest with you.”

      I couldn’t blame Eloise for Shadow’s death. We had no idea the demon had been in the house, and we couldn’t have foreseen that it would use a hidden passage in the wine cellar to enter and exit without detection.

      “Even after I slit Dylan’s throat, Eloise still didn’t want to tell you that I was a demon. Face it, she doesn’t trust you.”

      Anger sizzled inside me. One look at the uncertainty on my friend’s face told me that Eloise was terrified. That helped me dial down the intensity within me.

      She turned to me with tears in her eyes. “I’m sorry.” Her lips quivered. “I was—”

      “I know,” I said, cutting her off because I didn’t want her to state the truth in front of the demon. In all honesty, I knew that demons frightened her, but until now, I had no idea they petrified her. Throughout the night, she’d warned me numerous times that something other than a spirit roamed the halls of this mansion.

      I’d been so excited to have communicated with a ghost and to have helped her and Nona that I’d looked past the obvious. And as for Eloise not believing that a demon had possessed Lacey, I suspected that Eloise didn’t want to discover that truth, so until I’d given her enough proof, she would have continued to disbelieve in an effort to avoid facing the facts.

      I couldn’t condemn her for an unwillingness to face Satan’s henchman. After all, when confronted with “something evil,” Dylan had abandoned us. But despite her utmost fear, Eloise had stayed.

      The demon permitted a crestfallen expression. “You can’t trust your only friend.”

      “You’re wrong,” I said, inundated with an outpouring of appreciation for my friend. “In her own way, Eloise told me that a demon crept through these halls, and she proved her friendship and loyalty by fighting by my side.” From the corner of my eye, I saw her head whip in my direction, so I met her stunned look with one of appreciation.

      “Do you know why Eloise lied? Because you can’t trust your god. He created us, yet we are far superior to you. Does that seem fair?”

      “Demons are not superior to humans. It’s actually the other way around.”

      The demon shook its head. “You are truly misguided.” It stepped up to a shelving unit, pulled a book from the shelf, and turned back toward us.

      “You’re parasites that feed on humans. Demons are dependent upon humans to commit sins. Without us, your kind would have no reason to exist.” I laughed, feeling every bit of the cynicism in it.

      Eloise snapped her head my way. “Don‘t debate it. End this.” The Bible rattled in her hands.

      The demon noticed and smiled. “Your faith is weak.” It pointed at the book. “That only works if you’re a believer!”

      The demon slung the book at her with incredible speed.

      My friend tried to leap out of the way, but she was no match for that the swiftness with which the book sailed through the air. The book struck Eloise in the back of the neck and knocked her off her feet. She hit the ground with a thump.

      Shocked, I rushed over to her, relieved the area around her was vacant of objects she could have banged into. I hated that she’d been downed by the exact measure that she’d contemplated only moments ago. More than that, however, I didn’t like that she’d been taken out of the picture against our enemy. Even though demons frightened her, she’d want to help me square off against this demon.

      Enraged, I set my gaze on the evil entity. I couldn’t attack it because I’d only end up hurting the host, Lacey, not the demon. I clutched the poker to protect myself and, if necessary, to keep the demon in check.

      I needed to formulate a plan to exorcize the demon, which was a test of wills, not a test of battle skills. All told, I needed to learn more about the demon. Once I did, I could determine how to discover its name, which would allow me, under the auspices of God, to remove the demon from Lacey’s body.

      That’s when I realized that this philosophical debate was the key to finding out its name. Every demon took pride in one skill or characteristic that set it apart from other demons. The fundamental trick to learning its name centered on discovering the personality trait the demon considered most important since each one had its own individual disposition, knowledge-base, and abilities, and this creature appeared obsessed with debating me. I didn’t know anything about this demon. For that reason, I continued down this path in hopes the entity would let something slip.

      The demon returned its gaze to mine. “Now that she’s out of the way, I think we can come to an arrangement.”

      “You’re wasting your time.”

      “What makes your belief so fervent?” It walked up to an armchair and stood behind it.

      “God guides me through the Holy Spirit.”

      “Really?” It looked down, digesting that response.

      I waited for an insult or something that would dispute God’s importance in my life.

      “And he guides you to defeat me?”

      “Yes.”

      The demon grabbed hold of the armchair. “Why?”

      I didn’t understand the question, so I remained silent.

      “What makes you think you’re qualified to face me? I’ve been around since the beginning of time, and you’ve been on earth for what…twenty-three years? That’s quite a discrepancy.”

      Once again, I acknowledged its experience, which was quite extensive, with a nod although I tried not to think of it, since I couldn’t compete in that arena.

      “Yet,” it continued. “It seems we disagree on morality.”

      “We sure do.”

      The demon turned around and paced alongside the bookshelf again. “How could your lord or this holy spirit of yours help you defeat me? You’re not a man of the cloth.”

      Many thought that only men or women of the cloth could perform an exorcism, but in reality, anyone who had faith in God could perform the rite. “You’ve already alluded to it: my faith. That’s all I need.” I did everything in my control to retain my composure. As with ghosts, demons got a power boost by the energy humans emitted, fear in particular.

      “I contend that you’ll need much more than belief. You see, I know all about you.” It unveiled a sly grin. “Did Nona happen to tell you about the first time you two met?”

      That one came out of nowhere. First, he wanted to talk about God and misplaced faith, and then friendship and loyalty. Perhaps he wanted to touch on my inability to save her, to make me feel guilty for not saving her. Smooth move.

      Thrown off balance by that question, I kept my guard up. Why would Nona need to tell me about a greeting that took place a few weeks ago at my home?”

      “Oh,” said the demon, lifting its eyebrows. “You’re referring to when you met her within the past month. No, I meant the day you first met.” A quirk in its cheek perked up as a smile settled along its lips. “You mean, she never told you? Why am I not surprised?”

      Demons often wrapped the truth within a lie. This wasn’t one of those instances. “Skip the lies. Get to the point.”

      “The great and powerful Jocelyn has spoken.” It waved away my comments. “Think back to your most recent ‘first’ meeting with Nona. Do you recall her saying, ‘It’s certainly good to see you again’?”

      I definitely remembered that statement. I found it odd, but I’d overlooked it as coming from a woman who had almost hit the century mark in age. I figured she’d spoken out of confusion, that maybe she’d misplaced me with another woman who I may have resembled.

      “Did you ever happen to think that, oh I don’t know, maybe you actually had met Nona before she visited you earlier this month? Like…way before then?” A dimple appeared in its cheek.

      I hadn’t, but a portion of my soul told me I should listen to the demon, that whatever information it had would not be a lie. For that reason, I needed to hear more.

      It folded its hands behind its back again. The demon’s grin spread so that it reached its eyes. “In fact, you first met Nona quite some time ago.”

      As much as I wanted to disbelieve the demon, it seemed to take tremendous pleasure in having information I knew nothing about. Would it get that excited about telling a lie? Maybe if it thought it would get away with it. For that reason, I decided to remain suspicious, but open to the possibility that it might not lie.

      “You were four years old,” it said.

      The mere mention of an important event from that time period shook me to the core. It was the only memory I could recall before I’d turned five. Yet it was the only memory I’d always wished to forget. I’d been playing with my dog, Snickers, only to discover later that I’d actually been terrorizing him. Just thinking about it again brought tears to my eyes.

      “I see you remember it.”

      I clenched my teeth and concentrated on staying in the moment, so my mind wouldn’t wander. I promised myself to listen, but not to let it affect me.

      “It was during that stretch of time that you first met Nona.” Its eyes shone with glee. “You remember that incident but not meeting her?”

      Don’t respond to him. Harden your heart. Don’t show any emotion.

      “Fascinating.” The demon slanted its head to the side. “Especially given the circumstances.”

      Was it possible that Nona hadn’t been lying? But why would she have met me at such a tender age? Besides, my mother would have told me about it, particularly after she had seen Nona recently.

      “Are you going to hang this over my head and not tell me?”

      Dammit. Why had you spoken and told the demon that you were intrigued?

      “I won’t need to tell you. I’ll leave that for your precious priest, the one you trust so much.”

      Downstairs, the sound of glass broke the silence.

      The demon tilted its ear toward the corridor. “Oh, could that be him?” asked the demon with an amused tone. “His timing is impeccable!” It threw its head back and laughed. “I’m certain he’d be happy to indulge you with the tale.”

      I’d known Father Demetrius since early childhood, although I don’t remember the exact age we first met.

      “The priest was there that fateful day as well.”

      “Jocelyn?” Father Demetrius shouted from downstairs.

      “Up here,” I hollered. “Second floor and to your left.”

      How did the demon know Father Demetrius had arrived…before he broke the glass? Then I remembered how demons had enough foresight to know when any given representative of God would confront them. It lent a further air of mystery to the supernatural powers demons had at their disposal.

      Based on my reading into the subject, demons constantly watched over priests and nuns that are closest in proximity to those that are possessed for any indication that friends or family of the possessed individual visited a holy man or woman to attempt an exorcism, only to tip off those demons that possessed a host.

      Which made me trust the demon’s knowledge that Father Demetrius had indeed met Nona when I was four-years-old. But if I remembered every moment surrounding that terrible event, why couldn’t I remember meeting Nona and Father Demetrius that same day?
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      “Where are you?” yelled Father Demetrius, his voice stronger than before, making it known that he had probably stopped at the top of the second-floor staircase and looked for direction as to whether he should go to a door on the left or right.

      “Toward the back left,” I said. “Be careful: I’m with a demon.” A moment later, quickened footsteps pattered in the corridor.

      “The moment is almost upon us,” said the demon. “The one where you learn your destiny.”

      My gut twisted, alerting me to the fact that as opposed to a couple minutes ago, I no longer distrusted the demon…at least when it came to this story. And I despised him for knowing a portion of my life that I didn’t.

      Father Demetrius poked his head into the library and locked eyes with me. A black man in his early forties with a shaved head and a goatee, he wore the traditional black cassock with a purple stole laid across his shoulders. He removed the crucifix from around his neck and held it out before him. He held a Bible in his other hand. He surveyed the room until his gaze fell upon the demon.

      “Father,” it said with a nod of the head. “It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

      The priest stiffened but stuck to the outskirts of the room, keeping his distance from the demon. He glanced at Eloise, but he returned his gaze to the entity a second later. “Is Eloise okay?”

      “She’s unconscious,” I said. “The demon’s handiwork.”

      “Thank you,” said the demon. “I do take pride in my vocation.” It folded its hands as if about to pray and then placed them against its lips. “I wouldn’t respect anyone who didn’t.”

      “Are you okay?” asked Father Demetrius. He came to a stop beside me and rolled his broad shoulders, as though preparing for a fight. His expression was grim and intense, but for the brief moment he traded glances with me, his eyes shined with affection and concern.

      “I’m better now that you’re here.” I gave him a tiny smile because it was all I could muster. While growing up, I attended church with my father each Sunday, but only when Father Demetrius led Mass. And whenever I was ashamed and needed to offload my sins, I visited only him in the confessional. Over the years, he’d always listened and only provided advice when I asked for it. I respected him for giving just enough guidance throughout my life, and I now silently thanked God for seeing to it that Father Demetrius stood at my side to fight the dark forces.

      “There were six of us here a few hours ago,” I told him. “In that time, the demon killed two people. And Midnight…I couldn’t stop him from killing Nona…and then he…died.” My voice faltered.

      “Jocelyn may as well have murdered both of them,” the demon said, its eyes sparkling with delight. “Our girl’s all grown up!”

      An invisible dagger pierced my heart. I didn’t want to think about it, yet I couldn’t avert those thoughts if I planned to handle this demon. If I second-guessed myself or my attention wavered, the demon might take advantage of it, and my efforts might fail to remove it from Lacey’s body. That explained why priests were so serious during exorcisms. They needed to concentrate so that nothing the demon said or did could startle them or redirect their attention. It seemed I still had a long way to reach their level of focus and inner peace.

      “Before you arrived, Father, we were discussing the first time and you and Nona met Jocelyn. What can you tell us about that night?”

      Father Demetrius’s eyes grew large for a long moment, and he placed a couple of fingers on either eyebrow. His breath came a little quicker than a moment ago, and it looked like he had trouble swallowing.

      That reaction told me everything I needed to know. Father Demetrius had known me longer than I’d imagined, and while that didn’t concern me, his physical reaction did. It revealed that he was hiding something.

      “What aren’t you telling me?” I asked him.

      “There is a demon here, Jocelyn,” he said in a stern, admonishing tone. “We should handle that first.”

      I agreed, but since he kept a piece of my past from me, it would torment me while I dealt with the demon. It would break my concentration and the exorcism might result in failure, or even worse, potentially even death. Mine.

      “What you’re keeping from me is more important,” I said. “Why did you and Nona meet with me when I was four-years-old?”

      Father Demetrius pinned the demon with a harsh glare. His lips twisted in anger.

      “Tell me,” I said.

      “Your parents contacted me,” said the priest. “They sought help during a case of spiritual warfare.” He shut his mouth, and strangely enough, he breathed easier and the hostility in his expression faded away.

      Maybe preparing to finally uncover the truth would unburden him of whatever he’d locked deep inside for close to two decades. I waited for more information, my chest tight with anxiety.

      “They were concerned about you, about what was happening to you. You were doing things, saying things that no little girl should know about or even think about.”

      I found it hard to breathe, maybe because I held my breath or maybe because I feared what he would say next. Probably both.

      “You were…” He flinched and tilted his face to the side, while still holding the demon’s gaze. “You were touching yourself and saying…despicable things.”

      “I don’t understand,” I said, my voice void of emotion. But inside me, a storm whirled around in a vortex.

      “You slapped your mother across the face. You nearly bit off your father’s ear when he went to hug you.”

      My mouth was dry. My hands grew sweaty. The poker slipped out of my hand. “No, that can’t be.”

      “Your health was deteriorating. You were developing welts and burns all across your body, yet no one had abused you.”

      “I remember.” Tears surged into my eyes. “That’s when…I tried to hurt our dog.”

      “You were possessed by a demon, Jocelyn.”

      My legs gave way, and I slumped against one of the armchairs, which held me up. Lightheaded, I found that my vision had gone askew. I kept my eyes open and did my best to regain my bearings.

      Father Demetrius appeared at my side and threw an arm around my waist to support my weight.

      The moment I thought about a demon inside my body, using me for its own twisted desires and thrills, I became nauseous. I spun around and gagged, but it was a dry heave. Although nearly two decades had passed and I had no memory of the event, I felt violated, like I didn’t know my body as well as I’d thought, like it hadn’t always belonged to me. I wretched again, but once more I came up short of getting sick.

      “I’m not sorry I didn’t tell you,” Father Demetrius said. “The demon had preyed on your innocence. At that time, your mother told me you’d been acting strangely for a while and doctors and psychologists couldn’t figure out why. It took months for it to finally gain control of you, which was an extraordinarily long time for such a small child, which showed how hard you fought it. Case studies at the time completed by the Vatican had shown that many children that age often gave in to demonic forces within days, if not weeks.”

      Why would a demon want to possess a four-year-old? What would that accomplish? Children that age had limited mental, social, physical, and emotional skills. They had little ability to influence others. Isn’t that one reason why a demon wanted to take hold of any given person? To corrupt not only that individual but others close to it? So why would a demon want to control such a small child?

      “We were impressed by your spirit,” said the demon, nodding with approval.

      The demonic sometimes referred to itself in the plural as a collective, since they all worked with the single-minded purpose of possessing humans, corrupting them and their loved ones, and sharing that knowledge and experience with other demons.

      “You had such a strong will,” the entity said. “It was a shame Father Demetrius and Nona were able to dislodge us. For that reason, we will enjoy being inside you once again.”

      I whirled around toward it. “Go fuck yourself!” My eyes finally readjusted, and I breathed a little easier now that I’d partially recovered from the initial shock.

      “I have,” it said. “But I prefer a cock to a vibrator. That hard cock ramming inside me, filling me, stretching me, and when a man shoots his—”

      “Silence!” said Father Demetrius in a tightly controlled voice. “We’ve had enough of your insolence.”

      “What’s the matter, Father?” asked the demon with a soft moan. “Am I turning you on?” It slid a hand down to its right thigh and began lifting up its dress.

      Father Demetrius’s hand left my back for a second before returning.

      The demon lowered its dress. “Let’s be honest, Father. This is a beautiful body. Look at my face. Go ahead look. Do you see the horniness in my eyes? I’d let you fuck me. Would you like that? I contend that you would. To fit your cock inside my tight pocket?”

      The demon turned its eyes on me. “Come to think of it: Jocelyn’s a virgin, so she could use some pointers. We could let her watch if you’d like.” The corners of its lips barely turned upwards. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you, Father?” It quivered with titillation as a full smile parted its lips. “Yes, you’d love that, wouldn’t you? You can look into her eyes while you spurt your seed inside me.”

      The foul words the demon spewed pulled me out of the past and drew my attention to the more immediate threat: the demon.

      “All those years of celibacy,” the creature continued. “All those years of pretending not to look at Jocelyn in a lewd manner, so she wouldn’t know that you harbored dark, secret fantasies about using her body for such perverse pleasures. Mmmm.” It used both hands to tap its head, as though having come to a breakthrough. “But you’d actually prefer Jocelyn, wouldn’t you? It makes sense: that’s who you jerk off to.”

      The demon spoke such trash that I didn’t pay it any attention. Father Demetrius would never think about me in such a despicable manner. Far from what the demon said, he’d never looked at me in anything but the most respectful way. Its lies emboldened me, lifted my spirits to banish it from Lacey’s body.

      This time, although Father Demetrius retained his self-control despite suffering such fabricated indignities, he left my side. “Shut your mouth, you depraved—”

      “Even if you’re twice Jocelyn’s age,” the demon said, “you’re both virgins. So yes, it makes perfect sense. You get off thinking about deflowering her. There’s no shame in admitting that. What’s the matter, Father?” asked the demon with a smirk. “Afraid Jocelyn will discover the truth? Afraid to let her know that you fantasize about her, that you have a photograph of her during her confirmation, a time when she was so young and innocent, yet her body was maturing into that of a woman?”

      Father Demetrius stalked toward it.

      “You love that picture, don’t you, Father? But it’s wrinkled and smells hideous because you wrap it around your cock and masturbate with it while imagining how you’d take her from behind. Go on, tell Jocelyn the truth. Tell her how you think of her deep in the night, how you stroke yourself and whisper her name. And all the while, you cry, wishing, hoping things would be different between you two. Well, she’s here right now. So tell her. Be honest for once. Tell her that you want to pummel her pussy into submission by that raw cock of yours that you abuse before every meal.”

      “You vile creature,” said Father Demetrius, wincing as it stepped in front of the demon, raising the crucifix.

      As the religious symbol came within a few feet of it, the demon grabbed another book from the shelf, whirled around, and whipped it at the cross. The blow knocked the crucifix from Father Demetrius’s hand and slung it across the floor until it bashed into the wall.

      The demon swung a fist into Father Demetrius’s face, sending him backward, wind-milling his arms. Off balance, the priest tried to correct his posture, but he tripped over the rug and fell to the ground.

      Of course, the demon couldn’t substantiate its statements just as Father Demetrius couldn’t do likewise. Yet, the creature seemed to know very specific details about Father Demetrius that I couldn’t overlook. After all, no one could see into another’s heart.

      Since demons traveled the world in search of humans they could possess, they often sought out those who viewed the world through a gray lens, rather than seeing issues as black and white. In those instances, demons found it easier to manipulate matters into their own favor. For that reason, they eavesdropped on humans, often in its dark, mist-like capacity and obtained information that no other human had access to, except the individual in question.

      My heart pattered at the thought that the demon may not have lied, that Father Demetrius, a man I admired and looked up to, would have such filthy thoughts about me, especially during my teenage years. For that reason, I didn’t automatically rush to Father Demetrius’s aid.

      The priest pushed off the ground and got to his feet. He backed away from the demon but didn’t return to me. He stepped off to the side and glanced my way before setting his attention on the demon. “You know me, Jocelyn. Have I ever given you any reason to question my motives?”

      The sincerity in his voice, in his stature, and on his face told me I had nothing to worry about. I couldn’t believe that I’d almost trusted the demon, but that in essence was how demons operated: their words, however ridiculous or unlikely, seemed possible and even probable. Besides possession, all demons had one goal: to destroy as many lives as possible. So it only made sense that they would be masters at deception.

      My indecision faded away, and it was well past time to exorcize the demon from Lacey’s body. I didn’t know anything about Lacey, and I could only hope that the demon hadn’t affected her mind.

      “Demon,” I said, straightening now that my nausea had faded. I approached it with the fortitude necessary to handle the responsibility before me. I removed the crucifix and holy water from my backpack, preferring to allow Father Demetrius to handle the prayer portion of this exorcism. “Let’s do this!”
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      “Demon?” it asked, scoffing. “My name is Lacey.”

      Father Demetrius began speaking the Lord’s Prayer.

      I’d already broken through the first of seven stages of an exorcism, the Presence, where the demon revealed its demonic nature by scurrying away from a religious symbol, speaking in a foreign tongue, and telling me that I’d been possessed. The next stage, the Pretense, is where the demon hides behind the personality of the one it has possessed.

      I approached the demon. “You’ve admitted that you’re a demon.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” it said.

      I almost scoffed at its absurdity. On second thought, it may have used this unorthodox method to rattle me, confuse me. Maybe it planned to get under my skin minute by minute, hour by hour until I got aggravated and lost my cool. That seemed like a solid possibility.

      I’d need to progress through another half-dozen phases that would try my mind, heart, and soul. Some priests fasted for days before conducting an exorcism to remain pure of body, soul, and spirit. I hadn’t fasted, hence the nausea I’d experienced earlier.

      I felt Father Demetrius appear by my side, and I appreciated his presence. It filled me with the strength to continue on with the exorcism. I didn’t expect him to take part since he didn’t feel capable of helping me in that capacity, but to supply moral support.

      The demon snickered in a frustrated tone. “You’re blind by admiration. The priest wants your pussy. He wants to lick it, sample it.”

      I would not get sidetracked by inconsequential tangents. “If you’re so good at reading the way people look at others, look into my eyes. Go on, look. That’s better. You know what they’re saying? They don’t believe one word of your nonsense. They know you’re not Lacey.” I hardened my voice for what I’d say next. “You’ve taken over Lacey’s body, but you’re not her. You’re a demon, a pathetic follower of Lucifer.”

      A slash appeared under the demon’s right eye, as though someone had slashed a knife across it. The demon winced and turned to the side. A second later, however, another slash appeared on the opposite cheek, slinging its face in that direction.

      “Stop,” said a voice that sounded soft, tired, and nothing like the words the demon said prior to this conversation. Perhaps it was the voice of the real Lacey? Maybe it was begging the demon to stop torturing her?

      A hitch appeared in my throat with the knowledge that I may have begun cracking the demon’s fortitude, allowing Lacey to peek out from behind the demon’s mask. “Why would I stop? You’re a demon. A demon that has penetrated the soul of another. That’s why you keep talking about sex. Because you penetrated another body and now control it. Because that’s what you do. You’re a leech. A parasite. Without this human, you’d have no purpose in life. You’re beneath the human race. You’re a coward who hides behind the shell of another.”

      “You speak lies.” The demon’s voice had returned.

      Having finished the Lord’s Prayer, Father Demetrius gave the sign of the cross and began reciting the Prayer for Deliverance.

      I shook my head. “I’ve not lied to the Lord, the Almighty who has created all, who is all. You are the betrayer, the phony. You don’t belong in the body in which you dwell. You’re not corporeal. Admit your deceit. Admit your false claims.”

      “I admit nothing,” it hissed. The demon’s lips pulled to either side of its face, creating a wide gulf in its attempt at smiling. But because it forced the veins to bulge in its neck, the expression made it seem as if someone had plugged fishhooks on either end of its mouth and yanked them. “But what do you admit, Jocelyn?” it asked. “That you lied to your sister and mother? That you’re glad to have battled the demon who assaulted your family? That you only feel alive when you’re facing death?”

      How it knew those secrets puzzled me. I’d never spoken them aloud. The demon must have somehow gleaned that information from the demon I’d battled a couple weeks ago.

      “If you enjoyed removing a demon from a body,” the creature said, “imagine how magnificent it would feel to have that demon inside your body, leading you, guiding you.”

      I wouldn’t consider its salacious comments. “I speak in God’s name. You do not belong inside this human. End your assault. Leave this body.”

      It laughed. “What are you talking about? I’m not—”

      “Liar!” I said, striding toward it. “You’ve entered the body you now walk around in. Jesus Christ demands that you exit her body.”

      The demon laughed. “Jesus doesn’t demand it.” Its laughter gradually ended in a chortle. “Do you know why? Because this soul wants nothing to do with Jesus. It made that very clear. It invited me. It welcomed me with every portion of her soul.”

      I finally got what I needed: the demon had admitted its presence. I figured that the demon had only acknowledged its existence due to its own pride in finding a person who had turned her back on God. That troubled me. Hopefully, the ordeal she’d endured would allow me to reach her later to persuade her to kick the demon out of her body.

      “She called upon Lucifer,” said the demon. “Why are you so surprised? Your god never visits his subjects. But my master listens. He cares. He eases the suffering of so many miserable humans on this planet.”

      Father Demetrius flipped pages in his Bible. Then he started in with A Prayer Against Satan and His Rebellious Angels.”

      Do you really think God is on your side?

      The voice hadn’t come from the demon, yet it had the same tone, the same cadence. It sounded as if the entity had whispered into my ear…only closer, bypassing my ear canal and delving right into my brain.

      I blinked, shook my head. How had that happened? Only Father Demetrius stood near me, and he hadn’t spoken, nor would he have uttered those cynical words. Even worse, he acted as if he hadn’t even heard the demon speak.

      God does not love you. You should know that by now. He has abandoned you.

      Laughter rolled off its tongue, although not a sound emanated from Lacey.

      Where had this voice come from? I scanned the room, looking for the interloper that interrupted us, but other than me, only the demon, Father Demetrius, and Eloise’s fallen body were inside this room. Then I recalled that I’d encountered this phenomenon when I’d faced the last demon. It was just another supernatural trick, one I’d need to ignore.

      This seemingly impossible feat meant that we’d entered the third stage: the Breakpoint, one feature of which allowed the demon to speak in the Voice. I felt stupid for not remembering, and expecting, such an attack, but on this occasion, it seemed stronger and more convincing than the instance earlier in the month.

      If God loved you so much, why would he allow starvation, pestilence, and war?

      Yet, this time, I had trouble repeating that process. Maybe because the previous demon had infested one of my only family members, where I knew that person’s past and desires differed from what it had stated as truth. Plus, I had a personal stake in fighting the demon, which may have sharpened my focus.

      In this case, I didn’t know Lacey or her family. I didn’t know what she had in life or what she wanted from it. And that put a fright through me because an exorcist needed to fight for every person’s soul with the same intensity and devotion.

      Every possessed person deserved nothing but the most devoted exorcist. Above all, I needed to maintain the utmost concentration. If I got rattled, frightened, or confused, the demon could squiggle out from under the pressure I’d applied and turn the tables on me, and I might never recover the ground I’d gained, which meant I’d need to start the process over from the beginning.

      And I didn’t have that luxury. Not now. Not after four deaths.

      There is no rhyme. No reason. Everyone dies. No matter the age, no matter the circumstances, every person dies.

      I heard the words, but every time a thought began to stir in my mind, I deflected it. Doing so would only encourage me to consider the demon’s words.

      Your father died while you were a child. You had no male role model. Couldn’t that be why you haven’t found a worthy male companion? Couldn’t that be why your sister goes from man to man, unable to find someone worthy of her love? Because she doesn’t know what to expect…the same way you don’t.

      I shook my head, trying to rid the voice from my head. “You won’t influence me, demon!” I shouted, hoping my stern voice would sway it, would prevent it from trying to usurp the power in my soul.

      Father Demetrius looked as though he’d just realized he’d need to place me into an asylum.

      I couldn’t blame him. Perhaps that was another reason the demon resorted to this form of communication: to make Father Demetrius doubt my sanity, to convince him that I might not be prepared to confront the demon.

      If he truly loved you, wouldn’t he help you now? But no, he ignores you. But I won’t. Place your trust in me. You will never again feel self-conscious, never again feel passed over when it comes to men, success, or money. No one would step on you. They would seek your favor. They would cower at your feet. They would do everything you asked. Don’t you want that?

      “No! God leads me. Not you. Not ever.” This time I didn’t even look at Father Demetrius. This battle was between the demon and I. Father Demetrius knew that. He also trusted me.

      Father Demetrius nodded, paged through the Bible, and started into a Prayer Against Malefice from the Greek Ritual.

      “God’s love,” I said, “helps us move past the darkness and into the light. He guides us to laugh and love in the face of tragedy…and evil!”

      Are you certain, Jocelyn? You’re sooo intrigued by us. We feel the pull of your excitement, your purity in trusting us. We can give you anything you desire. Name it and we’ll supply it!

      “You will not lead me astray.” I will never give in. God speaks through me. Do you hear me, demon?”

      “Very well.” The demon spoke this time with blazing hatred in his eyes. “Then you shall die!”
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      Die. The demon’s internalized threat sounded similar to that of a squeaky piece of chalk on a chalkboard.

      We will destroy you. It whispered in a titillating manner.

      Yes, ignorant one. The demon bellowed in a silky, rich voice.

      We will pull your eyeballs from their sockets!

      The various tones and voices startled me. I staggered in place, swaying left, leaning right.

      “Jocelyn,” said Father Demetrius, placing a hand on my left shoulder. Great concern lined his face as he looked into my eyes. “Are you well? Do you need—”

      “I’m fine.” I now realized that I’d once again slumped against an armchair. In order to move past this phase, I needed to ignore the voices, allow it no jurisdiction in my thoughts or physical bearing. I needed to find peace of mind.

      Only then could I ask the demon its name, or discover it on my own, which served as the beginning of the end for this creature. Once the demon revealed its name, it will have given over much of its power, after which I could question it and finally get truthful answers.

      Don’t be fooled by the priest’s concern. Don’t you see his need? The way he touches you? The way he looks at you? He is not your friend. He wants to lock your legs around his neck and taste your pussy.

      By retracing a conversation we’d already moved past, the demon now relied on revolting language and disgusting imagery to once more distract me. I wouldn’t let it.

      Don’t you want to feel that hard cock pumping between your legs? Don’t you want—

      I focused on the demon but gave it no mind. Its words first trickled across my brain before I shut them out completely.

      And just like that, I’d blocked out the demon’s words. I heard its voice, but the message it spread was indecipherable. It didn’t reach me, didn’t make any sense. “What is your name?” I asked in an even tone.

      The demon laughed.

      Every demon had a name, many of which were supplied by the Lord, but others had allowed Satan to rename them, or if they ranked highly enough in Lucifer’s army, he permitted them to create their own names. Depending on the demon’s power and influence, some were named after their habits or inclination. For example the seven deadly sins: greed, sloth, wrath, etc.

      “I’m not asking for your name demon,” I said, pushing a stronger inflection into my voice. “God speaks through me.” I looked at Father Demetrius and cocked my head toward the demon. We made our way over to it with small, incremental steps.

      During my last showdown with a demon, I recalled how the demon kept referring to its name throughout the exorcism while doing so in an off-hand manner that fit into the conversation. I searched my memory for any telltale signs of a similar propensity to refer to its name during this exorcism. It only took a moment for me to remember that this demon had used the term “contend” pretty frequently.

      “Contend,” I said.

      The demon’s eyes grew bright. It staggered in place.

      “Is that your name?”

      A slight grin formed. “No.”

      But its physical response told me that I was on the right path. “Contendable.” Then I realized that wasn’t even a word.

      The demon shook its head, and its smile grew wider.

      I couldn’t expect the demon to willingly acknowledge my every attempt. In my mind, I went through this debate and tried to determine if anything it said might reveal its name.

      “You aren’t worthy of my name,” the demon said aloud.”

      I’d made it past the Voice. From this point forth, the demon would speak verbally and often in the plural form. Excitement stirred within me, but I was still only halfway through this battle.

      “God isn’t worthy of hearing my name. He’s a fake. A charlatan.”

      “God is good. God is eternal. God lives on through me.” Saying those words filled me with even greater poise, as though nothing the demon might say or do could harm me. “He has defeated your kind countless times before, and He will do so now. Give Him your name.”

      “Fuck that bastard!”

      “God is love!” Now only half-way to the demon, I quickened my pace and held my crucifix out before me. That’s when I thought about the demon’s proclivity towards debating in an argumentative manner. I searched for words that might match “contend” with being cantankerous. The end of the word “cantankerous” seemed important. And then I had it.

      “Contentious,” I said.

      The demon gritted its teeth, and its eyes burned with indignation.

      “Contentious,” I shouted, excited and relieved that I’d finally gotten its name. I stepped up to it with Father Demetrius beside me. I gripped the crucifix tightly in my grasp, ready to press it against the demon, who now swayed in place as though it had been roughed up in a boxing match and couldn’t lift a fist to fight back. Its eyes veered left and right as if unable to see clearly after taking too many blows to the face.

      “Why have you possessed this woman?” I asked.

      “She sought us,” it responded in monotone, void of animosity or resentment. “She contacted us. We gave her what she wanted.”

      It had already stated as such, but since demons often lied, I needed to be sure. “What have you done while in her body?”

      “We’ve lured humans to this compound to kill those with the ability to see the otherworldly.”

      “Why?” I asked, trading glances with Father Demetrius before returning my stare to the demon.

      “Every time we’re expelled from a human’s body, we move on to the next host.”

      “And what’s so different about that?”

      “Until now, we haven’t learned.”

      “Learned what?” I asked.

      “To strategize. To work towards the end game.”

      Nona told me that demons never schemed amongst themselves to overthrow humans. Neither of us knew why, but it seemed that was no longer the case. I hoped to press this demon to go into more depth on that subject. “What’s the strategy?”

      “To defeat those with supernatural abilities who do not side with us.”

      I turned around and checked on Eloise. I’d thought that the demon just wanted to knock Eloise unconscious, but now having this newfound knowledge, the demon must have used all its strength to whip the book at her in hopes that she’d die from the blow. “How do you set the strategy in motion?”

      “To kill everyone with those abilities.”

      “Did Markus Hazard have those abilities?”

      “Yes. And his daughter. We killed his wife to convince him to give in to us. It didn’t happen, so we killed Markus Hazard and his daughter.”

      “What about the rest of his family? Did you kill them too?”

      “Yes. Each member in their family had psychic abilities.”

      That explained why they looked so unhappy in each photograph. They could see their dead relatives wherever they went to the mansion.

      “Now that the family is dead,” I said, “why do you stay here?”

      “We used this mansion as a compound to trick those with supernatural abilities to visit…and kill them.”

      “Why?”

      “To reduce the number of God’s followers, so we could rule the Earth.”

      “How long have you possessed Lacey?”

      “For over a decade.”

      “How long have you been luring paranormal investigators here?”

      “Since I killed the last heir of the Hazards. I scour the internet, looking for those who might detect our kind. I invite them here, and I kill them.”

      It meant Lacey had lied about being a real estate agent. I had all the information I needed from the demon about what it had done and why it had done so. Now, I needed to remove it from Lacey’s body, which meant I’d entered the final stage: Expulsion. The host would finally be able to hear and see through her own eyes. “Lacey, do you hear me?”

      No answer.

      “Lacey,” I said, “God loves you. He wants you to cast off this demon. Speak on your behalf.”

      Nothing.

      That troubled me. At this point, the possessed should answer and fight for its soul by removing the demon from her body. I looked to Father Demetrius, who flicked a wrist and a sprinkle of holy water onto Lacey’s forehead. A sizzling sound came forth and a plume of smoke rose as the demon gritted its teeth and thrashed in place.

      “Lacey,” I repeated. “Come forth. Allow God to remove this demon from you.”

      Once again, there was no sound.

      I hadn’t expected this turn of events. From every book I’d read on conducting an exorcism, in every instance, the possessed hadn’t stayed quiet after the exorcist asked her to step out from behind the demon. In each case, the human had endured so much mental and emotional anguish that they desperately wanted the demon out of their body and stated as such.

      So what was so different this time around? The demon had stated that Lacey had called out to Satan, hoping that a demon would overtake it. Perhaps that was the reason. Lacey didn’t want to be in charge. She wanted the demon to maintain its grasp on her.

      Father Demetrius paged through the Bible and recited a Prayer for Inner Healing.

      Rather than dwell on Lacey’s disinterest in removing the demon from her body, I’d need to focus on the creature itself. “God has spoken. You must relent to Him. Demon, leave this body.”

      “No!” The demon arched its back and cringed in agony.

      A demon often would rather stay in a human body than return to hell, so I restated: “Leave this woman. Return to that which you came.”

      “No!” it repeated, screeching, placing both hands at its head, shrinking down. “No. We won’t. We mustn’t.”

      “You will. God demands it!”

      The demon opened its mouth, and rather than a long drawn-out scream, it released a protracted hiss, one that lasted several seconds. When the sound ended, Lacey’s body collapsed inward, her arms strewn across its chest. She breathed but did so ever so slightly.

      The chill in the air vanished. The heaviness that had lingered in the air diminished a great deal. It was now easier to breathe, and my spirits perked up.

      I reached out and tested her pulse. It came quick. Lacey was alive, albeit unconscious. In most exorcisms, the host remembered very little of what occurred once the demon had taken control. Hopefully, this trend would continue with Lacey, so she couldn't recall all the horrors the demon had performed on her behalf.

      Father Demetrius cracked a grin. “This was much easier than last time. Something feels wrong about that. And about what the demon said about my relationship with you—”

      “It’s B.S,” I said. “Try to awaken Eloise. We don’t want the demon trying to enter her body.” Demons attempted to gain control in any way possible, and doing so was especially easy when they encountered little to no resistance.”

      He nodded, scuttled over to her, and tried to awaken her.

      I returned my gaze to Lacey. I wanted to make sure the demon hadn’t only pretended to leave her body. I pressed the crucifix to her forehead. Nothing happened. No burning. No steam. The demon would have reacted if it were still lying dormant in Lacey’s body. It had indeed exited her body.  I tapped her cheek.

      She moaned, smacked her lips.

      “Lacey,” I said. “You there?”

      With her eyes closed and cheeks scrunched up with annoyance, she groaned “Mmm, hmm.”

      I waited until she opened her eyes. “My name’s Jocelyn.”

      Lacey shot away from me and scooted against the bookcase behind her. “Who are you?” she demanded. She glanced around frantically. “Where am I?”

      “You’re in a haunted house.” On second thought, I should have avoided the “haunted” in my statement. “It was owned by Markus Hazard. Does any of that sound familiar?”

      She nodded. “Yeah.” She watched Father Demetrius help Eloise to her feet. “Who’s he? A priest? What’s he doing here? Who’s that woman beside him? What happened?”

      “Yes, he’s a priest,” I said. “He’s helping my friend. We were attacked by a demon.” I watched her expression.

      “A demon.” Irritated, she shook her head. “That makes no sense.”

      “Did you contact a demon? Maybe through a Ouija board or some kind of satanic ritual?”

      “Um.” She looked down, pinching her lips closed.

      “The demon’s gone,” I said.

      She looked down. “I’m sorry.”

      I glanced around, expecting to find someone who’d just entered the room and spoken to Lacey, thinking I may have missed the message. But no one had joined us.

      Lacey’s crazed eyes met mine. “I know what I’ve got to do.” She darted toward me, fastened her hands around my neck, and squeezed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            27

          

        

      

    

    
      Having not expected an attack upon freeing the demon from Lacey’s clutches, I’d unwisely lowered my defenses. Fatigue had settled in, and I fell backward and crashed to the ground. I chopped at her palms, attempting to remove them from around my throat, but her grip was too tight. I couldn’t remove her hands. They dug in, squeezing my neck and preventing me from breathing.

      Gasps left my throat, and my neck burned from the air hissing out of it. White stars formed behind my eyes and disappeared like flurries on a sunny day. I picked at her fingers and tried to pry them from my skin, but they wouldn’t budge.

      I found it ironic that the demon had exhausted me both mentally and emotionally, whereas its one-time host now took over and got physical. Maybe that was its intention. To wear me out and make me think I’d ended the threat, only to have Lacey go nuts and try to kill me.

      “What did you do?” she asked in a ragged voice, as though she’d been the one getting choked out. “How dare you separate us?” Lacey removed one hand, grabbed a thicket of my hair, and wrapped it around my neck. She pulled tightly, using my own body against myself.

      I counted myself lucky that the demon hadn’t used its enhanced physical prowess to batter me into submission, but Lacey had given in to hysterics, and she now commanded what amounted to greater strength than what she could ordinarily summon. She’d been angry moments ago, but now a long line of saliva clung from both rows of teeth as a growl tore from her throat. She tightened her grip around my neck and strained to eke out every last bit of strength from her muscles as possible.

      I hammered my fists against Lacey’s hands, which thumped against my throat, shocking me enough to end that game plan. Otherwise, my efforts could end up crushing my windpipe; I didn’t need to help Lacey finish the job.

      Since my attempts to free her hands from around my neck had failed, I dug my shoes into the floor, pushed off, and backed away a couple steps.

      The movement stunned Lacey, and she slackened her grasp around my throat.

      I threw my body to the right and whirled around. It broke her stranglehold.

      Lacey fell to the ground with a thud.

      Gasping, I reached for my neck because it stung so badly that it felt like her hands were still tethered to it. Relieved that I’d knocked Lacey aside, I looked around for her, only to find her a good distance behind me.

      She retrieved the iron poker and twirled it in her hand. Although she was no longer linked, perhaps muscle memory allowed her to manipulate the rod so easily.

      Lacey rushed Father Demetrius and closed the gap between them with unexpected quickness.

      Father Demetrius half-turned toward her. Seeing the rod sailing in his direction, he shielded his face with both arms.

      Lacey slammed the poker against his left forearm, producing a hideous crunch.

      I wanted to help Father Demetrius, but I was too dizzy and out of breath to walk straight, let alone try to stop a crazy woman whirling an iron rod.

      Father Demetrius let out a bestial cry and cringed in agony. Despite the pain he’d endured, he raised his good arm and started toward Lacey.

      In a frenzy, she cranked back the rod once more and swung, this time aiming at his uninjured arm.

      Father Demetrius backed away but bumped into one of the armchairs. He tipped over, legs flinging in the air, and came down hard on his injured forearm. He yelped in misery and attempted to push off the ground with both hands, but the discomfort in trying to use his damaged arm forced him to scream. He fell down again.

      Lacey scurried over to the downed figure, wasting no time raising the poker for another blow, and clipped Father Demetrius’s cranium.

      He wailed in anguish, tumbled to the ground again, and lay unconscious.

      Lacey kicked the priest in the back of the head, probably to ensure that he’d stay down. When he didn’t move, she spun my way.

      When my vision had been restored and I breathed easier, I raced over to help Father Demetrius. I couldn’t believe he’d been defeated so quickly, given his thick muscles. But priests didn’t have a reputation for physical combat. It meant I had to be smart to handle her.

      The demon had warned me that Lacey had sought contact with the otherworldly, so I should have anticipated this attack. That was a big tactical error. Based on her response, it seemed this woman had no interest in running her own life.

      Just as I reached Lacey, she saw me and swung the poker at me.

      I backed away and once again searched the room for a weapon. While adrenaline may have overloaded her system, she was still prone to human frailty. If I hurt her badly enough, she’d go down.

      “Did you ever think what I wanted?” Lacey continually slapped the tip of the rod into her palm as she now slackened her approach. “Did that ever occur to you?”

      “No,” I said. “Demons are evil. You’re just a head-case.” I wished there had been more iron fireplace tools, perhaps one I had an equal chance of knocking out Lacey with. Short of that, if I could just veer around her somehow I could possibly grab a piece of firewood, but it was clunky and odd to hold. Lacey had already proven her poker-swinging abilities, and I seriously doubted I’d be able to hold her off for more than a few seconds with a log.

      “I invited that demon to use my body. And I’ll do it again.”

      “Then expect another visit from me.” Seeing no other option that would allow me to stand a reasonable chance of defeating Lacey, I pretended to go one way and then changed direction at the last second.

      Thrown off balance by my unexpected shift, Lacey swung the iron rod at me, but it sailed through the air at a much slower speed and missed me.

      I spun around, darted through the doorway, and entered the corridor.

      “Bitch!” she shouted.

      I raced into the wine cellar. I pulled two wine bottles off a rack, one in each hand, and positioned myself to the right of the door. I lifted the bottles over my head.

      A moment later, Lacey ran into the wine cellar.

      Just as she approached, I swiped both bottles towards her head.

      Lacey saw me and threw herself to the ground, sliding toward my legs until she rammed into me, sending me into the wall. I dropped the bottles, which crashed to the floor, gushing red wine across my shoes.

      Below me, Lacey threw her body away from the broken glass and wine and then worked on getting to her feet and the ground.

      I ran past her, toward the end of a shelving rack, and I threw my shoulder into the unit, making it sway. Bottles clinked.

      Lacey hopped to her feet.

      I drove my entire body into the rack.

      With a groan, it tilted toward Lacey. She tried to turn and outrun it, but the unit tipped over, and slammed into her shoulder, sending her sprawling to the ground. The unit hit the wall and prevented it from falling down upon her.

      Still, a few dozen bottles cascaded onto Lacey. Most fell to either side of her, spewing liquid and spreading glass across the floor, but only seven or eight pummeled her legs, arms, and waist.

      That’s when I saw the iron rod. It lay about one foot away from Lacey’s left hand. But I’d need to reach through the unit and move my hand across broken glass. That wasn’t an option. I considered grabbing more wine bottles and launching them at her. But as before, I could miss, and I didn’t want to deal with uncertainties. I needed something that would put an end to our confrontation.

      My mind hit upon the pots and pans hanging above the island in the kitchen. I nixed that idea, but it got me thinking about what items might be in the kitchen: a rolling pin, knives...I didn’t need to go beyond those options to convince me of my next objective: getting hold of a knife. Or better yet, two knives.

      I whirled around and darted for the door.

      Lacey screamed in pain.

      Just as I curved through the doorway, I spotted Lacey kneeling on the floor. She clutched the poker in one hand. The other one gushed blood, which she pressed against her sweater. It soiled the material crimson and wet. She released a primal scream.

      I expected her to dart after me. That didn’t happen.

      Lacey whipped the iron rod at me.

      The edge of the poker struck the back of my neck. Pain rippled from that spot and up into my brain.

      My vision skewed. I saw three images of the hallway leading to the staircase laid out before me. I stumbled forward, stomping my feet into the carpet like that of a baby’s first steps. The room spun around, and I saw the wall before me, but I couldn’t tell how far away it was from my outstretched fingers. I swished them around, hoping to hit it, but that didn’t happen.

      Unable to beat back the agony in my skull, I placed a hand to my head and waved my other hand around to avoid walking into the wall opposite me. I blinked rapidly, hoping it would clear the fogginess. It didn’t.

      I stopped moving, but I swayed in place, off balance. I closed my eyes and prayed Lacey wasn’t close on my heels.

      I needed to refocus. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have an opportunity to select the correct image of Lacey to attack, much less try to defend myself. Squinting, I placed my other hand to my head and closed my eyes.

      A bottle exploded somewhere behind me.

      “Dammit!” Lacey shouted, irritated.

      I slowed the quick, jagged breaths that burst from my mouth. It helped me regain my wits, which in turn gave me a better shot at seeing clearly.

      Footsteps pounded behind me.

      I opened my eyes and twisted toward the wine cellar.

      Lacey stood in the threshold. She bent over and picked up the iron rod. A deranged grin split her lips.

      I ran. Faster than ever before. I didn’t want to look over my shoulder to check on Lacey because it would slow me down, but curiosity got the best of me.

      Lacey was only a few seconds behind me. She growled as she pumped her legs harder, gaining on me quicker than I thought possible.

      At this rate, I might not make it to the staircase before she caught up to me. If that were the case, she could give me a quick shove, and I’d go tumbling down. With that possibility in mind, I reluctantly craned my neck around again.

      A fist jabbed me in the spine, catching me by surprise. Thrown off balance, I worked to steady myself, but a second later, Lacey fell onto my back.

      The extra pressure put more strain on my thighs, which crumbled under the weight. I arched my back to the right to avoid slamming my injured side from taking the majority of the impact.

      A second later, I crashed to the ground, driving the air from my lungs and setting the skin on my arms on fire as they skidded across the floor. I groaned more from anger at having wiped out than from pain, but when my left side stretched out, I let out a cry in agony. It seemed the effects of the pain meds I’d taken had already worn off.

      I swiveled my body around hers until I came up on top of Lacey’s back. I grabbed a fistful of her hair and shoved it toward the floor, but just before her nose banged into the ground, she shifted her head, and I battered her cheek into the floor.

      Lacey roared with pain.

      It spurred me on. I slammed her head down again. And again. I hadn’t heard any bones pop or crack, so I’d need to keep at it until…No! I’d already done some major facial reconstruction on her. The plan was to beat her senseless. Not kill her. The darkness that had enveloped me had taken over, leading me to believe that I actually wanted to end her life.

      From the corner of my eye, I thought I saw Markus Hazard standing behind us with a sneer of approval. That explained why I wanted to bash Lacey’s skull in. Markus Hazard’s pursuit of vengeance had rubbed off on me.

      No longer feeling a struggle underneath me, I shook Lacey’s head left to right like a child shaking a piggy bank, hoping to find extra change. Only I prayed to find that she couldn’t move of her own volition. It would mean that my maneuver had knocked her unconscious. Once more, sensing no movement, I let go of her head.

      It bounced against the ground like a deflated basketball.

      Now that the battle had ended, the pain in my left side started to throb, so I curved that injured spot inward to relieve some of the pressure.

      That maniac might attack me again at any moment. I needed to get up. And get the iron rod…just in case I needed it.

      “Looking for something?” asked Lacey.

      Every nerve in my body tingled, letting me know that she’d duped me. Breathless at the unexpected interruption, I spun around.

      She leaped to her feet and sprinted toward my gut with lowered shoulders. A second later, she rammed a sharp bone into my stomach, driving me off my feet.

      I slammed into the ground, this time with Lacey ending up on my lap, sending a spear of distress through my kidney section. Gasping for air, aggravated that my vision went askew again, I pulled to my left with all my might, growling from the pain shooting up my side.

      Lacey swung her foot toward my face.

      Seeing her shoe shooting toward my eye, I dodged the kick and threw out my right arm, hooking it around her waist and pulling her toward me.

      She tripped over my shoulder and flew over my back.

      I did everything possible to clear my jumbled vision, but nothing worked. I turned toward Lacey, and once more saw three of her, approaching me with a sneer.

      I jerked back at the unexpected sight. How had she managed to get to her feet so quickly?

      Gritting her teeth in anger, Lacey rotated around me to exact more vengeance on the area of my body that had elicited the most pain.

      Just as I’d expected.

      When she neared that side, I spun around and threw my shoulder toward her. A moment later, she fell on top of it, and that’s when I shot upwards, lifting her up. She tipped over my shoulder, her arms banging into my shoulder blades, her fingernails scratching along my back.

      I ignored the pain and solely concentrated on getting her off my back. Then she was kicking my thighs and jamming her knees into my chest. The weight pressing down on me made my thighs quake. Every punch and kick made me stumble in place.

      My rear bumped into a few beams that kept my body from the waist down locked in place. What propped me upright?

      The stairwell railing!

      Lacey’s weight titled my back against the banister, stealing my breath and ripping a loud grunt of pain from my mouth. If I didn’t relieve the tension, my spine would snap in half.

      With all my strength, I lifted both arms to push her off me.

      A moment later, she no longer pressed down on my body. Free of so much weight, I bounced away from the railing and knelt to the ground, heaving for air and favoring my weak side.

      Thunderous footsteps approached me, and my entire body stiffened at the notion that Lacey had returned for another round. But it couldn’t have been her: I’d thrown her over my shoulder. She had an uncanny ability to take a fall and bounce back up, but no one could have done so within the span of a couple seconds.

      “Oh my God!” Eloise said. “What happened? Are you all right?”

      I caught my breath and now that my body wasn’t locked up and rigid, my sight restored itself quicker than I’d thought possible. Three images of Eloise had morphed into two before they combined into one.

      She came to a stop beside me. On her knees, she checked me over. “Your face…I mean, you look—”

      “Lacey?” I asked. “Where is—” Then I remembered that the railing had prevented me from going over. But Lacey hadn’t had that same luxury. I whirled around.

      Lying two flights below, on the first-floor portion of the stairwell, Lacey’s legs were twisted in unnatural directions, her neck cranked to the side and was hanging off a stair. Blood dripped out from under her long hair and flowed like a river down the rest of the steps until it collected at the bottom in a pool.

      A flutter of fear entered my heart, forcing my breath from me once again. I’d killed her. I spun around to keep from looking at her corpse. In doing so, I saw Markus Hazard standing nearby, arms folded, a pleased smile on his face. He mouthed the words “thank you” and disappeared.

      Although he approved of how I’d handled Lacey, I hadn’t felt another surge of anger from him that affected how I’d defeated Lacey. I hadn’t intended to kill her. If I hadn’t gotten her off my back, I might’ve ended up paralyzed, and who knows what Lacey would have done to me without any resistance.

      Guilt swamped me, but I doubted God would condemn me. I’d defended myself, and I hadn’t meant to inflict more than enough pain to keep her from attacking me. That didn’t stop me from feeling horrible now, but I hoped it would later.

      I got up on wavering legs, and Eloise took the brunt of my weight until I took my first steps to ensure that I wouldn’t collapse.

      “Lacey was a real pain in the neck.” Eloise reached up and grasped the back of her head. “Pun definitely intended.” She kneaded that same area, eliciting a wince. “Are you okay?”

      “I might need a chiropractor, but I’ll be fine.” It made me think of the injury Father Demetrius had sustained. I looked over Eloise’s shoulder and down the hall behind her.

      He hunched forward while making his way down the hallway, holding his elbow even as his forearm looked limp and drooped a bit. It looked like Lacey had shattered it.

      I rushed past Eloise on weary legs and met him halfway down the hall. I put a hand on his good shoulder. “Anything I can do?”

      “Have you got some aspirin?” he asked with an otherwise blank expression, despite the way he cringed at the corners of his eyes.

      “I’ve got something better,” I said, thinking of the meds in my purse. With all the pain in my body, I couldn’t wait to take a few more. “It should numb things until we get to the hospital.”

      “Eloise told me the demon is definitely gone,” he said. “But something troubles me about the exorcism. You didn’t get permission from the possessed before removing the demon.”

      “So?”

      “That is a necessary first step that must be asked and received before conducting an exorcism.”

      I must have missed that in my research. “Everything worked out all right though, so I’m not concerned.”

      “But here’s why it’s important: if you don’t get permission, you cannot remove the demon. So…how did you succeed?”

      Although he seemed concerned by that conundrum, I didn’t give it the least bit of extra thought. What I’d done had worked, and I wouldn’t complain about it, so I turned to Eloise. “I saw Markus Hazard after things went downhill for Lacey.”

      “Me too.”

      “He was smiling. Then he vanished.”

      “I felt the change in the air,” Eloise said. “He finally left the house.” She glanced around the hallway. “But we’ve still got more ghosts to attend to.”
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      “But I thought the ghosts weren’t leaving because the demon was holding them hostage,” I said.

      “Most of them have left,” Eloise said. “But I need to work on some a bit to persuade them. They might be scared to leave.”

      “What about the bodies?” asked Father Demetrius. “Nona, Dylan, Midnight, and Shadow, as well as all the others in the pool? We can’t just leave them here.”

      A pang of sadness came over me at losing Nona and Dylan. “We have to,” I said, wishing I didn’t have to abandon them in this depressing place. “The cops won’t want us to mess up the crime scenes.” I looked at Eloise. “Can you sense them? Nona or Dylan?”

      She nodded. “Nona was beside me when I woke up.” Tears glistened in her eyes. “She wanted to make sure I told you that she didn’t join you for your battle against the demon or Lacey because she didn’t want to distract you.” After a protracted moment of silence, her expression grew vibrant. “But I saw Dylan by you after you fought off Lacey.”

      “Really?” I asked, shocked to hear that he’d remained behind to check on me. He may have tried leaving while still a human, but at least he stuck by my side till the end. That meant a lot to me considering that he may have been restless to leave this place and go to Heaven.

      “Thanks,” I said to Eloise, but also to Dylan.

      After a few moments lost in that thought, I got antsy standing in a haunted mansion now that my services were no longer needed. “No offense, but I’d rather not stick around here longer than necessary.”

      Then a striking thought hit me: did the computer server in the monitor room that recorded the video footage need internet access? I didn’t know enough about information technology to guess. “While you work on the ghosts,” I said to Eloise, “I’m going to the monitor room to take the security system server with us.”

      “If you don’t mind,” said Father Demetrius, “I’d like to help Eloise and see what I can learn.”

      “Sounds good. I’m really sorry about your arm, but thank you for helping with the demon. I really appreciate it.”

      “You’re welcome. I’ll always be at your side to spread the word in the darkest of places.” Then he cradled his injured forearm and winced in pain before turning toward Eloise.

      I grabbed the banister and took my time making my way down the steps, purposely looking away from where Lacey now lay. When I entered the monitor room, I stopped and stared in shock at the monitors.

      Half of the cameras revealed between two to four men and women of every color and nationality, while the other half consisted of just one person in each camera angle. Every individual was relatively young and very attractive. Each person stared directly at the camera with non-descript expressions.

      They were watching me.

      I closed my eyes and shook my head, uncertain whether the ghosts had played a trick on me. It made my pulse race and my headache. Perhaps one of them had replayed images from the past on each monitor?

      A moment later, I ruled out that option. Ghosts could fulfill very simple tasks. One couldn’t operate various aspects of a computer server. These individuals didn’t look like ghosts. They looked like humans. And the background behind them on each monitor no longer looked like any given room within this mansion.

      So if they hadn’t messed with the server…who had?

      I approached the bank of monitors, only to lock eyes with a distinguished, athletic-looking man wearing a charcoal suit in his late thirties with a fashionable haircut. He spoke, but I couldn’t hear a word he said.

      I couldn’t shake the very real possibility that they were staring at me. That I was receiving a live feed from somewhere off-site. Which was crazy because Lacey said there wasn’t an internet connection in the mansion…Then again, Lacey had been controlled by a demon. And demons lied.

      It now occurred to me that maybe we tried accessing the internet in inconvenient places within this mansion. After all, it was constructed of mostly heavy duty concrete. If we’d actually tried going outside, our luck might have been better.

      And that brought me to the realization that these people, whoever they were, indeed stared at me. Goosebumps prickled my skin, but rather than staring stupidly at them on each screen, which meant that there was a tiny camera somewhere on the bank of computer monitors ahead of me, I approached the unit and fiddled with various buttons and modules until the crackling of a speaker made me jump back.

      “Ah,” said the attractive man in the dark suit with salt-and-pepper hair. His British accent was engaging yet snobbish. “It appears you can hear me. Brilliant.”

      “You can see me,” I said, feeling idiotic for stating the obvious, but I had to double-check.

      “Indeed,” the man said. “We wanted to offer you our congratulations, Jocelyn.”

      Upon hearing him utter my name, I stepped back. I scanned the other monitors and each person gave a slight nod.

      A tremor of fear passed through me. “What do…you want?”

      “To introduce ourselves,” said the Brit.

      “Who are you?”

      “We’re…” He cocked an eyebrow. “The competition.”

      “The competition?” I repeated. “I don’t understand.”

      “You see, Jocelyn, we’ve been watching you.”

      I surveyed the monitors again. “Yeah,” I said, anger finally lighting a fuse within me. “I figured as much. What for?”

      “To study you.”

      I shook my head, confused.

      “To watch how you handled yourself. We heard back from Adeleidel during your last…” His face soured. “…altercation.”

      Other than Eloise, Father Demetrius, and my family, I hadn’t told anyone about meeting the demon from two weeks ago, but they often followed-up with one another regarding their activities.

      In other words, every single one of these people was possessed by a demon.

      “When Adeleidel conferred with us about your confrontation, we didn’t exactly believe him. After all, he is quite low on the rung in our army.”

      My mouth had gone dry. I tried to speak, but my voice died in my throat.

      “So we reached out to Contentious, who promised to work on our behalf to learn more about you. Hence, we recorded everything you did in every room because we’re fascinated by you. We—”

      “You want me,” I said, frightened by how weak my voice sounded. It stoked my anger up a few notches. “But you can’t have me. You’ve failed before. You’ll fail again. Nothing will ever change—”

      He waved a hand across his face, as though pushing aside a repulsive insect. “Yes, yes, we’ve heard your declarations. But as you now know, we’ve possessed you before, Jocelyn.”

      “I was a child. I didn’t know anything. You took advantage of me. I didn’t really have much of a say—”

      “You said ‘yes.’ That’s all we needed to enter your body. When we asked you to perform what you would otherwise consider an unspeakable action, you most certainly went along with it.”

      “I wasn’t even five years old.” Irritation shook my voice. “I’m stronger now. I’m smarter.”

      “Yes,” he said, drawing out the word. “We’ve noticed. But you are special. And we will do anything necessary to reacquire a stronghold inside your body.” A quaint smile appeared on his face.

      No one liked being taken advantage of, and I wasn’t about to let him have his way with me.   My blood pressure began to rise. “You can try, but—”

      “We can be very convincing…if need be.”

      I folded my arms. “And what does that mean?”

      “Do you know how many demons exist on earth?”

      I shrugged.

      “Legions.”

      “Is that a threat?” I asked. “Is that supposed to scare me?” If so, it completely freaked me out. I could handle one demon at a time, but not a legion of demons. I shivered at the idea.

      “No. I’m simply stating a fact.”

      “Wow!” said Eloise from behind me.

      I turned to find her about to pass through the threshold, but she grasped the panels on either side of her and came to a halt, her eyes wide. Behind her, Father Demetrius stopped as well and opened his mouth, only to look up and gasp in astonishment at the bank of computer monitors.

      “Eloise,” the man said with a toothy smile as his gaze slid up and down her body in a pervy manner. The grin, in stark contrast to his gentlemanly stature only moments ago, disclosed the first real hint of a two-faced nature. “I’d be remiss to say that you’re quite the luscious peach.” He held her gaze for a long moment. “I look forward to violating your body in the most exquisite ways.” Then he set his gaze upon Father Demetrius and frowned. “Let the record show that I strongly disagree with your career choice.”

      Eloise and Father Demetrius turned their puzzled stares upon me.

      I put a finger to my lips, urging them to remain quiet. I spun back toward the monitors.

      “Now, Jocelyn.” The gentleman set his charming gaze upon me once again. “I must counsel you that we’re all across the United States. The same goes for Europe. Asia. South America. We’re in every major city in every country on every continent. In fact, we have great numbers in every major city…like the Chicago area for instance.” A sinister smile formed on his face.

      “Thanks for the tip,” I said, grasping my forearms tightly to keep them from shaking. “Guess I’ll need to clear my calendar.”

      “I don’t think you understand the magnitude of—”

      “No,” I said, irritation practically forcing me to approach the computer server. “I don’t think you do. I don’t care how many demons are in Chicago or around the world. One by one, month after month, year after year, I’m going to vanquish every last one of you.”

      His smile brightened. “We certainly hope so. In fact, we’re counting on it.”

      I looked from that monitor to the others.

      Each demon on every single monitor unleashed greedy grins, as though unable to contain their excitement, as though they’d spotted easy prey.

      “See you soon, Jocelyn,” said the gentleman. He winked. “Very soon!”

      Every monitor in the room went black.

      My heart sank, and I felt cold sweat seeping down my sides. It felt like a judge had just handed me a guilty verdict, one that would result in a spot on an electric chair. I returned to the end of our conversation, but I had no idea what convinced them they would easily defeat me, corrupt my soul, and eventually possess my body. Except of course having an army to make one attempt after another, so put in that context, I couldn’t blame them for their arrogance. It was well-placed.

      Aggravation sparked through my veins. “It seems we’ve stumbled upon a demonic conspiracy of epic proportions.” I turned to Eloise and Father Demetrius.

      Father Demetrius’s mouth still hung ajar.

      “What?” I asked, stomping my foot into the ground for emphasis. “What’s wrong?”

      He flinched as though offended. “You said…you’d vanquish the demons.”

      “That’s right,” I said, feeling a great sense of pride fill me. “And I will.”

      “But that’s the problem,” Eloise said with downturned eyes. She moved away from the doorway.

      Father Demetrius stepped through the threshold, stopped before me, and eyed me with distrust.

      “What’s the matter with you guys?” I scoffed. “I don’t—”

      “Don’t you understand?” asked the priest. “You,” he said, pausing on that word for a long moment, “can’t vanquish demons. Only God can. He works through you.”

      “I know. So what’s the problem?”

      “The problem is that you promised to vanquish them.”

      A gasp left my mouth, and a hand went to my lips. “No, I didn’t.” But searching my memory, I realized that I’d done just as Father Demetrius had stated. I’d given in to pride, a sin demons delighted in committing. Even worse, I’d taken the credit for removing the demon from Lacey’s body, when in truth I’d only managed that feat under the auspices of God. I turned away from Father Demetrius, closed my eyes, apologized to God, and did a silent prayer asking His forgiveness. Afterward, I opened my eyes and faced Father Demetrius again.

      “What you said is like dropping blood into the water with sharks circling you,” he said. “They’re ravenous and they won’t stop attacking you until they get what they want.”

      My inadvertent slip of the tongue led the demons to believe that I’d swayed from God’s path.  A path they planned to exploit. A path they would distort to break my defenses and possess me. But God forgives. And considering everything I’d just endured, I knew he’d overlook my misstatement.

      But that wouldn’t stop an army of supernatural creatures from preparing to hunt me down. And despite my assertion that I’d defeat all of them, I thought back to how I had so much difficulty identifying Lacey as a demon, and how that resulted in the deaths of Dylan and Shadow. So if all those demons planned to attack me, when I couldn’t recognize them while cloaked in a human host, they could catch me off-guard at any time.

      I had a lot of work to do and very little time to do it in. I just hoped I was up to the challenge, and I prayed that God would have my back when Satan’s army came for me.
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      Seated at a six-carrel computer station at Fairfield Public Library Branch, Logan Pryce finished his online job search, got to his feet, and turned around. A young woman headed straight toward him, but she was carrying a stack of books under her arm and looking off to the right. She had a black pixie cut with purple highlights along with a kind, compassionate expression, and plump lips. The same ones he’d dreamed of kissing during their last year of high school, which ended six months earlier.

      Logan attempted to sidestep Eloise Blythe to avoid a collision, but there wasn’t enough time to jump out of her way. And now, rather than coming off as cool and nonchalant, his nerves shook at the possibility that he’d slam into her.

      At the last moment, Eloise redirected her gaze toward him. Surprise registered on her face, forcing those beautiful turquoise eyes to open wide and making those luscious red lips part. She unfurled her arms, and the books hit the ground at her feet. Her eyes opened even wider now as she lifted her arms to keep from colliding with him.

      Logan did likewise to avoid banging into her, but even though they held their hands out to keep from bashing into each other, their arms slid alongside their sides, preventing them from stopping the inevitable.

      With nothing to keep them from smashing into each other, Logan threw his arms around her waist to keep from accidentally knocking her to the ground. Then it happened. What he’d always dreamed about.

      Their lips touched.

      The softness of her mouth and its strawberry scent propelled a spark of excitement through him, but it was mingled with the dread that she would react in disgust. He could take getting brushed off by any other woman on the planet. Except Eloise.

      Stunned by this unexpected event, Logan separated from Eloise as heat entered his cheeks. He wanted to look away, but those strikingly long, dark lashes below smoky eye shadow held him captive. He hadn’t seen her since graduation, and it seemed impossible, but she’d grown even more gorgeous since that day. It sent his heartbeat thundering.

      “Well,” she said, closing her lips. She lowered her gaze to the books on her feet. “That was certainly a first.”

      “You’ve never kissed anyone?” he asked, immediately blanching at the assumption.

      “Not like that,” she admitted in a calm voice.

      “Oh.” His face felt like it was on fire. Now that he knew where she worked, he already looked forward to seeing her again, so he could make a better impression and hopefully not embarrass himself, a recurring theme in his life when it came to girls.

      “Hey,” she said, “I didn’t mean—”

      “That’s okay.” He looked off the side, trying to find a way to salvage the situation.

      “Hey, you’ve got…”

      Seeing her stretching a hand toward him, Logan set his gaze on hers and discovered that she looked far from repulsed. It was obviously an accident, and he appreciated that she hadn’t gotten upset. It lessened some of the nerves that jangled under his skin.

      “You’ve got lipstick on…” she said.

      “Oh, it’s okay,” he said, reaching up and touching his lips with his fingertips. “I like it.” He looked at the color on his fingers and smiled.

      “You like wearing lipstick?”

      Did Eloise think he was gay? Or that he dressed up as a woman at home in private? The idea that she thought of him as feminine sent alarms blaring through his head. He had to turn things around. Fast.

      “So,” she said, gesturing towards the books with a smile. “I guess I should pick these up.”

      Logan’s heart no longer drummed in his chest. It now ached at the sight of that alluringly playful smile. He could stand there looking at it for hours. “Let me help out.” He bent down at the same time Eloise did, and his forehead bumped against hers. The impact sent him back to the ground.

      Eloise fell onto a few books before stretching out on the floor. “Wow,” she said, massaging her head. “You really have it out for me.” She splayed both elbows on the carpet to support her upper half. “Should I be worried about a mob hit later?”

      “No.” The pain in Logan’s head offset all of his anxiety. It felt good to be himself again and in complete control, instead of a blundering idiot. He chuckled as the color began to leave his face. “I’d prefer to handle things myself rather than hire a contractor.”

      Eloise’s head veered towards him. “So that’s a no on the mob hit because…you’re planning on taking me out later?”

      “If you’ll let me.” The words slipped out quicker than expected, shooting his confidence sky-high. He thanked God for letting his natural charisma make an appearance since he’d never found the right time or the exact amount of confidence to actually talk to Eloise in the past.

      “Wait,” she said, crinkling her nose. “Is that a yes on the murder, or are you asking me out?”

      “I’m sure not planning on killing you.”

      “Good to know,” she said, nodding and glancing around. “And we’re lying down in the middle of the library while patrons walk around us with confused smiles. Awesome.” She looked over her shoulder to the attractive, dark-haired woman about five years older than her, who sat at the public desk. “Hey, Rosalind. Just checking for insects. You know, since management won’t call in exterminators, which by the way, is still a big-time sore spot with me.”

      The woman unveiled a huge grin and waved at her before returning her attention to the computer, but the smile remained fixed in place.

      “That’s my boss,” Eloise told Logan. “Just want to make sure she doesn’t think I’m sleeping on the job.”

      Logan hopped to his feet and then went over and held out a hand. “Let me help you up.”

      “First you knock me down.” Eloise snatched the books from the ground and then eyed him suspiciously. “Then you head-butt me. And now you don’t plan on killing me.”

      Despite her remarks, she accepted his palm and rose to her feet.

      “I promise not to end your life. Fair enough?”

      She shook his hand. “Deal.”

      “This seems backward.” He frowned at the handshake in an exaggerated way so she knew what he planned to say was a stab at humor. “You know things aren’t going well when she kisses you and afterward shakes your hand.”

      “I didn’t kiss you.”

      “Yes, you did.” He raised his discolored fingers to eye level. “Lipstick, remember?”

      “Nuh-uh.” She drew closer, hitching the books against her hip. “You stole that kiss.”

      “How can you steal a kiss?” He pointed to the books in her grasp. “I could steal those because they’re physical property, but I couldn’t steal a kiss.”

      “So you’re not a murderer. You’re a thief. Glad we straightened that out.”

      Logan really liked Eloise’s off-the-wall sense of humor. It was light and fun. For someone who spent way too much time in his head while around her, Logan was glad that he’d need to stay in the moment and not get lost second-guessing what he said or did.

      “I’m not a criminal,” he said.

      “If our books get stolen, I’m coming for you, buddy.”

      “I’m not a thief, remember?” He scanned the area, only to smile at a middle-aged man who walked past on his way to the public desk to check out his materials.

      “You stole that kiss.”

      Thankfully, her smile remained in place, letting him know not to take her seriously. “I can’t be judged by that kiss. We did that under unusual circumstances.”

      “Yeah, because you stole it.”

      “You know what?” Logan said with a hint of a smile. “I rescind my promise. I will take you out. As for when, I guess you’ll have to be on the lookout. See you soon, Eloise.” He walked past her, thinking that he couldn’t have asked for a better nineteenth birthday present than to finally chat with her.
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      A few hours before his encounter with Eloise at the library, Logan had quit his job at Proud Papa’s Pizza because he’d asked for a week off so he could watch his fifteen-year-old sister and ten-year-old brother over the next week while his mother went on a seven-day cruise with her boyfriend. He’d hoped to give advance notice of his request, but his boss was difficult to contact during yet another vacation, so when his supervisor returned, Logan asked him about taking time off minutes upon greeting him.

      His boss refused. Logan offered to ask other staffers if they wanted to take his hours, but his supervisor wouldn’t consider it, so Logan resigned. His mother, a widower since Logan’s father had committed suicide ten years earlier, had worked two jobs to support their family without taking time away from her kids. So when she won a five-night, six-day cruise in the Caribbean, Logan refused to let her give away the reservations and free airfare to a friend.

      His mother had left earlier in the day, and Logan now returned to their white, two-story colonial a few hours after dinnertime. Although it was the first day of Christmas vacation for Logan and his siblings, he was shocked at the mild weather anticipated for the Chicagoland area over the next week. The temperatures were expected to be in the upper forties and fifties until after his mother returned from her trip.

      Logan hung up his coat on the rack nailed into the wall beside the wooden staircase and slipped off his shoes onto the welcome mat. He passed the small flat screen set atop a wooden stand they had gotten from a garage sale and the nicked-up piano that Tyler practiced on daily, as well as the beige loveseat and coffee table that had been in the family for two generations.

      He found Ashleigh at their maple kitchen table under a cast iron chandelier filled with a dozen ornamental lights. Although the table slanted slightly upward on one side, the flooring proved the culprit, as the home had begun shifting, making certain sections of the house tilt.

      The room smelled of a burrito and Fritos, both of which sat on a plastic plate near his sister’s right wrist, even though they appeared untouched. Instead, his sister added another group of bite marks to the pencil in her mouth.

      “Hey, Merida,” he said, referring to Ashleigh’s childhood hero from the Pixar film, Brave. The young ladies shared the same determined, exaggerated facial expressions, and thick, flowing curls. “You ready for a week without Mom?”

      She removed her gaze from her mathematics book and gave him an annoyed look. “If you don’t talk to me the entire week, it’ll be a fair trade-off.”

      Her attitude stemmed from the fact that a couple of Ashleigh’s friends had a crush on him. He’d overheard his sister confiding in Tyler about it earlier in the week, which made little sense since Tyler kept secrets as private as the farts he took so much pride in ripping. Despite their different personalities, his siblings shared a bond that had so far eluded Logan in life. In truth, he envied their close relationship. So to learn that two of Ashleigh’s friends were crushing on him saddened Logan because it provided one more reason for Ashleigh to keep him at a distance.

      Just like the rest of the house, with the exception of Tyler’s room, the kitchen was immaculate. No crumbs on the stove. No hair or lint on the ground. The small yet wide counters to his right were as clean as the plates in the cabinets. Even the calendar and family pictures in their magnet frames on the fridge were orderly. When it came to cleanliness, Ashleigh had obsessive-compulsive disorder, which often resulted in screaming matches with Tyler because he often left everything out of place depending on whatever stole his interest from one minute to the next.

      “Got some bad news,” Logan said. “I lost my job.”

      Ashleigh had planted her face in the math book again. “Sucks to be you.”

      He’d hoped for at least a little sympathy. That she lashed out upset him, so he decided to mess with her head. “Mom didn’t have enough money to leave with us. Now that I don’t have a job, we’re going to be strapped for cash.” Of course, he would get at least one more check, but it wouldn’t come for another ten days or so.

      “What?” She hopped to her feet, wincing in what looked like deep pain. “Why? You took math. You shouldn’t spend more than you make. It’s not hard, Logan.”

      “Oh,” he said, nodding as if taking that under advisement, as though the idea had never occurred to him. “That’s a good theory.” He struggled to keep a smile from popping into his expression.

      “It’s not a theory,” she said, wincing as her face carved into disappointment. “That’s a fact.”

      “Maybe that’s why I don’t have any money.”

      “But the new Pixar film comes out tomorrow night. You, Ty, and I always go to opening night. You know that!”

      “Sucks to be you,” he said, using her words against her. He turned on his heels and headed in the other direction, knowing Ashleigh would pick up on his sarcasm.

      “You’re such an ass,” she shouted. Her footsteps pounded behind him.

      Upstairs doom-laden guitar strings twanged from Tyler’s guitar, as though he’d been listening in and decided to add atmospheric music to add some extra drama to their argument.

      Logan pulled out his wallet, removed three ticket stubs, and spun toward her just as she stomped up to him. “You want to hold onto these for safekeeping?” He revealed the contents of his wallet, which included a couple of twenties and a credit card.

      A smile broke out across her face, pushing aside all the venom she’d shot his way moments ago.

      “Since I’m so bad with money, I might get desperate and try to sell these on eBay for a quarter each.”

      Ashleigh narrowed her eyes and clamped her teeth shut behind her closed lips. She snatched the tickets, swiveled around, and headed back to the kitchen table.

      “Hey,” he said, “it’s my birthday. You’re supposed to be nice to me.”

      She stopped and her shoulders bobbed upward. “Oh, yeah,” she said in a somber tone. “Forgot about that. I’m sorry.”

      With their mother being absent today, the family celebrated his birthday yesterday, so Logan understood why it had slipped her mind. And although his sister often mouthed off to him, when pressed to do the right thing or admit a mistake, she never failed to do just that.

      He headed back through the living room before taking the dozen wooden steps to the second floor. Turning left, unable to tear the evil-sounding guitar riffs from his brain, he strolled across the creaky wooden floor in their compact hallway and entered Tyler’s room.

      Tyler’s winter jacket, gloves, and Bears beanie hat were snaked around a Cubs hoodie and his pants on the floor, beside candy wrappers, an empty plastic bottle of soda and the short amplifier that emitted too much sound for such a small room. The walls were adorned with posters of rock ‘n’ roll guitarists alongside classical musicians.

      “Hey, bro,” Logan said, tip-toeing his way across the wooden floor to avoid stepping on something. “This place is disgusting. It smells like sweaty socks and licorice.”

      “Cool.” Tyler’s voice came out smooth and unconcerned. Not looking up from his beat-up black guitar while his fingers zipped along the fretboard, Tyler sat on his bed in his underwear and nothing else. His bushy blond hair looked like it needed to get cut two months ago, and his bangs made it impossible to see his eyes.

      Cool? Tyler thought it was cool to live in this pigpen and play guitar practically naked? Logan bent over and dialed back the volume on the amplifier.

      “Hey, man, you’re killing my vibe.”

      Logan almost laughed again, this time at Tyler’s use of slang. He found it shocking how anyone could be unaffected by the mess around him, but he envied Tyler’s ability to block out external stimuli and concentrate regardless of the circumstances. “Hate to break it to you, but Woodstock happened decades ago.”

      “Huh?” Tyler asked, finally lifting his gaze and shaking his head to remove the curtain of hair from covering his eyes. “Chopping wood for the chimney is your job, not mine.”

      Tyler had obviously not heard of the music festival from the late 1960s. Regarding his brother’s comment about getting wood, the family rarely used the chimney, so he didn’t anticipate making kindling anytime soon.

      “Just wanted to let you know things didn’t work out with my job,” Logan said, “so I’m looking for a new one. I stopped over at the library to get some help with my resume, but I’ll be around all week. If I get lucky, I might need to leave at some point for an interview. If that happens, Ashleigh will be in charge until I get back.”

      Tyler nodded and kept playing.

      Logan knew his brother was paying attention. Tyler had so much musical talent that he could play guitar while carrying on a conversation without missing a note. Although world-class musicians hadn’t examined Tyler’s abilities, Logan presumed that his brother’s aptitude to hear musical notes and play them perfectly ten minutes later qualified him as a prodigy.

      Of course, Tyler’s grades suffered as he barely passed his classes, since they couldn’t sustain his attention. His total disinterest in educational endeavors and a low-key response to teachers that attempted to engage him intellectually earned him many friends, although he rarely hung out with them after school since his musical endeavors captivated him.

      Logan admired his brother’s dedication to his passion, but he worried that Tyler’s intellectual and social skills would set him back when it came to dealing with life outside of his musical aspirations. For that reason, Logan helped Tyler with his homework every day. Keeping him engaged was excruciating and exhausting, but Logan couldn’t bear to let his brother fail in everything but music, so he took the time and energy needed to ensure that Tyler wouldn’t one day become a recluse with no ability to care for himself.

      “Did you eat dinner?” Logan asked.

      “Yep.” Tyler nodded at the paper plate on the floor that held a banana peel, an apple core, a couple of baby carrots, the stalks of broccoli and cauliflower, a handful of almonds, and a container of yogurt. A couple of days ago, he explained that he needed such a healthy dose of food to “help his brain muscles grow.”

      “All right, carry on, private,” Logan said, saluting his brother because Tyler had discussed potentially going into the armed forces when he turned eighteen. “Bedtime in an hour.”

      “Whatevs.”

      Logan felt in his jeans pocket for his phone, only to recall that he’d left it in the inner pocket of his winter coat. He went down the stairs, retrieved it, and poked his head into the kitchen. “Bedtime in an hour.”

      Ashleigh slammed her pencil on the table and gave him an annoyed glare. “I’m not four.”

      “Oh, yeah,” Logan said, acting dumbfounded. “Forgot about that.” It now occurred to him that he always responded to her negativity by trying to aggravate her. It was childish. But it truly hurt when she attacked him, and he didn’t want to become a doormat and unintentionally persuade her to lose respect for him.

      “You’re such a dork,” she said, returning to her homework.

      “Make sure you eat, okay?” he said in a serious tone.

      Ashleigh grabbed a fork, stabbed the burrito, lifted it off her plate, and led it to her mouth. She took a bite, looked up at him with a droll expression, and in a muffled voice, she said, “Satisfied?”

      Logan gave her a thumbs up and went into the family room to make sure his siblings hadn’t left any lights or the flat screen on, and thankfully, they hadn’t. The fireplace, with four red stockings, was set between a black leather sofa on one side and a loveseat and recliner on the other. The fiber optic Christmas tree was decked out with way too many ornaments. Logan would have preferred to remove some, but the entire family worked on it, and he liked the memory and meaning behind it. He turned around and headed back to the kitchen.

      Just before he exited it, he said to Ashleigh, “Love you,” and started for the stairs again.

      “Hate you,” she responded.

      But Logan heard the smile in her voice, and that tiny shred of fondness made all the difference to him. When it came to his siblings, he didn’t expect hugs or any grand gestures. He just needed to know they liked and appreciated him. Experience had taught Logan that in most cases, when it came to hormonal changes and peer pressure, the teenage years were worse for girls than guys. For that reason, he cut her a lot of slack, way more than he’d let Tyler get away with, but still not enough to let her disrespect him, that is, when they weren’t being sarcastic.

      When he reached the top floor, the streetlamp shined through Tyler’s windows, spread across his room, and splayed across the hallway. Logan passed through it, went into his room, and shut the door on a cramped yet comfortable refuge from family life.

      He’d set up an old-school tube television on a stand against the wall beside his work desk, where he kept his desktop computer and wooden chair with a seat cushion. Otherwise, there was barely enough room on the floor beside his skimpy closet to fit his iron plates, dumbbells, and the curling bar he used to lift weights, but not much else.

      He lay onto his bed, pulled out his phone, and checked his email. None of the employers he’d contacted earlier had gotten back to him. No phone calls either. It might take some time to hear back from them.

      With nothing else on the job front, Logan’s thoughts turned to Eloise. He wished he’d gotten her number or email address. He lambasted himself over the mistake. She was way too interesting to forget about.

      In high school, Eloise had helped an awkward student who got embarrassed because he had no idea how to approach a lab assignment in biology class. She’d told off the star cheerleader in school because she’d heckled someone who wore the same clothes twice in the same week. When the popular girl turned her verbal onslaught onto Eloise, the latter just laughed at her and then walked away with her head held high. There were a handful of other stories about her that made Logan find her intriguing as hell, and…

      Logan happened to glance at his door and saw a shadow of two feet standing outside it.

      But he hadn’t heard either Ashleigh or Tyler make their way across the warped floorboard. He now recalled both of them saying goodnight to him – he checked his phone – twenty minutes ago.

      “Something wrong?” he asked, unsure which of his siblings stood there.

      There was no answer.

      As a horror film fanatic, Tyler liked to mimic the scary scenes from those creepy movies, a genre that Logan didn’t particularly enjoy. His little brother had probably taken the opportunity to put a fright into him. “You’re hysterical, Tyler. Go to bed.”

      The shadow didn’t move.

      With a sigh, Logan hopped off his bed, annoyed that his brother goofed around this late. He wasn’t too concerned that his siblings stayed up late, he just wanted them both in their rooms, so he wouldn’t have to worry about them.

      Logan opened the door and looked into the hallway.

      It was empty.

      If Tyler or Ashleigh had stood behind his door, the slightest amount of pressure on the ground would have caused it to groan. Only it hadn’t. Besides, Tyler wouldn’t have had enough time to turn, bolt into his room, and scuttle across his bedroom floor without Logan hearing his feet pounding against the ground.

      The same could be said of Ashleigh, if she’d been the one trying to pull one on him. After all, the wooden flooring was squeaky in many places on both floors as well as the staircase.

      Logan stood in the hall and listened. He didn’t hear a sound. Usually, Tyler, too impatient to let a joke play out, would have already begun laughing. Not this time. Logan presumed his mind had been playing tricks on him, so he went back into his room and shut the door.

      He got back to his bed and stretched out. His gaze veered back to the door.

      The shadow stood in the same exact spot.

      Without warning, to give the joker no time to dart away from the door, Logan shot up from his bed, lunged across the room, and whipped open the door. No more than three seconds had passed since he’d jumped off his bed.

      No one was there.
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